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ABSTRACT
THE ROLE OF SPIRITUALITY IN WOMEN’S DOCTORAL JOURNEYS:
A PORTRAITURE STUDY

Katherine M. Richards, Ed.D.

Department of Counseling, Adult and Higher Education
Northern Illinois University, 2019
Laura Johnson, Director
The doctoral journey can be a personal one for many students. Students not only lean on
their educational background and work experiences, but they may utilize some very personal
attributes of their life during their doctoral journey. Spirituality might be considered one of those
personal attributes that is interwoven into various contexts of student lives. The purpose of this
qualitative study was to explore the role of spirituality among women during their doctoral
journeys. This study furthered our understanding of the role of spirituality within the context of
higher education. Fifteen women from diverse religious and spiritual backgrounds who were at
various stages of their doctoral journeys were interviewed. Five themes were identified as the
result of the analysis of this study: Personalized Spirituality, Spiritually-Influenced Life Purpose
and Goals, Spirituality in Offering Guidance, Personal Accountability and Spiritual Support,
Personal and Spiritual Growth. Implications and recommendations for future research are
suggested in areas of support for doctoral students, experiential learning within, and further
exploration of meaning-making of spirituality within the context of women’s doctoral journey.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
“A journey can be a profound and life-changing experience, or it can be endless and
without purpose. The practice of pilgrimage is a going forth and a returning home that
enlarges the meaning of both self and home.” – Sharon Daloz Parks (2000)
As we sat in our proposal writing class on a weekend in February, it seemed like every
other student had a large cup of coffee sitting in front of him or her in hopes to help keep their
energy up for the next couple of hours. While we waited to get started, I could overhear various
bits of conversations: a busy workweek, running kids to school and extra-curricular activities,
trying to complete a paper that was due for another class, and the challenge of making the long
drive early on a Saturday morning to come to class. As I looked around at my peers, I could see
that more than half of the students in the room were like me – a woman doctoral student. We all
had differing life stories and challenges unique to us. Aside from similarities and differences, we
were women who were on a journey to complete our doctoral degrees.
In our class that February morning, we had a visitor, a woman who had completed her
doctoral degree. She came to share the experiences of her journey with us. She had returned
later in life to pursue her dream of achieving a doctoral degree. During her doctoral journey, she
had experienced a myriad of challenges both academic and personal. Many of these challenges
had delayed her progress and there were times she was not sure she would complete. Her story
was informative and encouraging but raised more questions in me about her experience. I found
I wanted to know more about her experiences; about her journey. As she continued to speak, she
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shared personal feelings and expressed a spiritual component to her motivation, endurance, and
encouragement. She attributed much of her success to relying on spirituality that she had already
integrated much of her personal life.
The doctoral journey can be a personal sacrifice for any individual who dares to embark
upon that path (Brown & Watson, 2010; Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012). Parks (2000)
in her discussion on human development talked about the images that the thought of a journey
can bring to mind of discovery and adventure. Journeys are made up of experiences that
contribute to helping one make-meaning of life and one’s beliefs and perspective. Parks (2000)
described such journeys as pilgrimages of moving to where we feel we ought to be; perhaps
becoming the best of ourselves. In keeping with the spirit of Parks (2000), pursuing a doctoral
degree might be considered a journey or a type of pilgrimage into becoming. For each student
the desired goal of that journey might be different. However, those who embark upon the
doctoral journey may find it often requires both an emotional and a personal investment, in
addition to financial and time investments, that often take their toll. Motivated by professional,
academic, and intrinsic goals, many students continue despite obstacles and challenges that
present themselves (Hardin, 2008; Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012; Stone, 2008).
Perseverance and persistence may deepen the value and meaning of the experience (Brown &
Watson, 2010). Progress toward degree completion often is referred to a personal journey for
many because of the significant sacrifices that students must make (Brown & Watson, 2010;
Geisler & Thrush; 1975, Hayes & Flannery, 1997; Stone 2008).
As with any personal journey, we bring along certain items we feel that we will utilize
along the way. Doctoral students embarking on such a journey towards successful degree
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completion bring along past educational, professional, and personal experiences that assist them
in navigating through various requirements and challenges. Support from family, faculty, and
peers are important to provide encouragement during this time. With all the personal qualities,
skills, and other attributes, the practice of spirituality might be another tool in which students
utilize to help them as they navigate the challenges faced during degree progression. Research
has demonstrated how women often use some aspect of spirituality in daily life (Ramsey &
Blieszner, 1999; Underwood & Teresi, 2002) or experience journeys that require personal
resilience or coping for example with health or personal crises (Mattis, 2002; McGuire, 2008;
Ramsey & Blieszner, 1999). In consideration of how the pursuit of a doctoral degree requires a
great deal of personal investment from an individual, how might spirituality play a role for
women students during their doctoral journeys?
Given the above issues, this qualitative study explored the role of spirituality for women
students during their doctoral journeys. In this chapter, an overview and problem statement will
be provided. The purpose of study, research questions, importance of study, and conceptual
framework will be presented next.
Overview
Doctoral student enrollment has continued to remain steady from recent years for
students in doctoral education (NCES, 2017). Over 3 million students were enrolled in some
type of post-graduate program which included doctoral programs in the fall of 2016. NCES
(2017) reported that 59% of post-graduate enrollment were women in that same year. In 2016,
NSF reported that an all-time high of 54,904 doctoral degrees were conferred. While this data
does not represent the same students, who enrolled in 2016 with those who graduated in the same
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year, there may be some insight into the discrepancy of students who enrolled to those who
completed. It would seem that success and completion of the doctoral degree is not always a
given for students starting off in their journeys.
Doctoral student progress and success has become an increasingly researched area. Often
the subject of students’ success comes up in relationship with discussions of attrition and
retention (Bair & Haworth, 2004; Govan, 2012). In the area of doctoral education student
attrition and retention has been a concern for many educators and institutions (Gardner, 2008).
While enrollment increased in recent decades for adults returning to pursue doctoral degrees, at
least 40% or more of those students will fail to progress to completion (Golde, 2005).
This phenomenon has been researched from a variety of vantage points such as
determining the point when students drop during their doctoral journey (Lovitts, 2001). The
results of many of these studies vary in their findings. For example, Golde (2005) and Lovitts
(1996) found that doctoral students often drop out during their first year of study. Students tend
to drop during this time frame because tend to not fully understand program expectations or the
level of commitment at the time of their enrollment. Other studies showed that students drop out
at the dissertation stage (Kluever, 1997; Sigafus, 1998). Some students find difficulty in degree
completion due to the amount of time to degree. The length of time it takes to complete classes
and/or finish their dissertation can take its toll on financial resources, family support, emotional
investment, and motivation (Cooke, Sims, & Peyrefitte, 1995; de Valero, 2001; Kluever, 1997).
Another approach to understand the experiences of doctoral students might occur by
exploring what challenges and obstacles they face. External factors such as lack of financial and
family support play a significant role in doctoral journeys for students (Pauley, Cunningham, &
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Toth, 1999). Responsibilities such as work and family in addition to doctoral program
requirements can cause delays in progression (Gillingham, Seneca, & Taussig, 1991). Student
challenges are faced at the institutional and department level such as dissatisfaction with student
support services, issues with advisor relationship, department culture, and program requirements
(de Valero, 2001; Golde, 2005; Ivankova & Stick, 2007; Lovitts, 1996). Personal factors that
students struggle with are isolation, self-sabotage, lack of motivation, and skill competency
(D’Andrea, 2002; de Valero, 2001; Gardner & Holley, 2011; Pauley et al., 1999). Many of these
challenges are often examined at various stages of the doctoral journey (Ali & Kohun, 2006,
2007). While some challenges occur throughout, some are indicative to various points of a
doctoral program for students. Students starting off in their first year can encounter differing
challenges and experiences than those students who are in the final dissertation stage of a
doctoral program (Ali & Kohun, 2006, 2007).
Research on the academic progress among women doctoral students has mostly focused
on obstacles and challenges. Many of those types of challenges are similar to men; however,
women face unique challenges related to gender (Maher, Ford, & Thompson, 2004). Such issues
focus on being in male-dominant academic programs, perceived issues of inequality, and
harassment have been part of many women’s doctoral journey stories (Moyer, Salovey, &
Casey-Cannon, 1999; Seagram, Gould, & Pyke, 1998).
The majority of students today work to balance several aspects of life while attending
post-secondary educational institutions (Brown & Watson, 2010; Kleuver, 1997; Spaulding &
Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012). Many students simply may not be able separate and set their
personal and professional responsibilities aside to focus solely on academic pursuits. The
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emotional investment may be interwoven into the character of an individual’s identity and
spirituality (Kiesling, Sorell, Montgomery, & Colwell, 2006). Additionally, experiences and
individual values become part of the learning process and what is done with that knowledge in
future actions (Parks, 2000). Spirituality could be argued to be an integral component of an
individual’s identity and character (Parks, 2000).
Spirituality in the context of higher education has been studied in the areas of defining
spirituality, student development, and seeking direction and motivation. Spirituality has different
meanings and plays different roles in students’ lives. How spirituality is defined varies from
each individual and is often very personal in nature (Patton & McClure, 2009). While
spirituality and religion may interrelate with one another, it cannot be defined as one in the same
(Tisdell, 2003). Spirituality does not always involve believing in a higher being (Patton &
McClure, 2009). In some contexts, spirituality is secular-based and focused on an individual’s
inner-self in context with the world (Dalton, Eberhardt, Bracken & Echols, 2006). Spirituality is
sometimes referred to as a process of finding meaning or identity (Capeheart-Menigall, 2005).
Spiritual development is thought to begin in humans at a very young age and extend
throughout one’s lifespan (Fowler, 1981). Spiritual developmental theorists such as Fowler and
Parks have connected the process of meaning making, beliefs/non-beliefs, and conformity to
various psychological developmental theories of Erickson, Kohlberg, and Piaget (Fowler, 1981;
Parks, 2000). These developmental theories have served an important purpose for institutions
and student affairs to better serve this personal need that students may have as they embark on
their academic careers (Parks, 2000). Spirituality may play an important role for many in
seeking direction and guidance in making career decisions (Bigham, 2008). Some individuals
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might feel a pull or a calling to pursue a certain course of actions or make decisions that will
ultimately lead them to fulfilling a need or purpose (Bigham, 2008).
Women’s spirituality can differ significantly from men’s (Gilligan, 1982). While some
of the development might be similar to that of men, women process and make decisions
differently than men based on life-gender experiences. Decision-making for women is often
based on putting others first instead of personal aspirations (Gilligan, 1982). Spiritual practices
of women differ to some degree than that of men (Maser, 2010). Women network with other
women and utilize participating in groups, writing, and reflective thought more than men might
(Maser, 2010).
Spirituality has been explored in the context of doctoral students experiences on a very
limited basis. Recent literature studies have focused on minority groups and undergraduate
students. The findings of most studies indicate a positive role of spirituality, directly or
indirectly, within the context of persistence towards academic success (Greenway, 2006; Jarrell,
2009; Saggio & Rendon, 2004).
Problem Statement
There is a large volume of research on various aspects of doctoral students and their
experiences. Literature that is available for doctoral students tends to focus more on problems
causing attrition rather than on students who journey on in face of those challenges. Golde
(2005) deemed issues surrounding retention, persistence, and attrition as “poorly understood” (p.
670). Often student departure or non-completion suffers from being an “invisible problem” or
“hidden crisis” (Lovitts & Nelson, 2000, p. 44) due to higher enrollments of doctoral students
that give a skewed picture without looking at non-completion rates.
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Despite ongoing research on the doctoral students and their progress, “findings only
confirm that the decision to persist in or to depart from one’s chosen program of doctoral study is
a multifaceted and dynamic process” (Stallone, 2003, p. 18). When students fail to continue on
towards degree completion, they often leave silently (Lovitts & Nelson, 2000). They share their
reasons and decision with no one (Lovitts & Nelson, 2000); reasons are left to the interpretation
of institutions and faculty. Lack of follow-up with students has left degree programs with an
incomplete picture to why students quit their doctoral program and what would have helped them
to complete (Lovitt & Nelson, 2000). What helps students in their doctoral journey especially on
a personal level? What personal attributes might students utilize to help them through challenges
and perceived obstacles that they encounter in a doctoral program? Much of the available
research is disjointed, and recent findings have yet to be synthesized.
Spirituality has been looked at in a variety of contexts within research. Much of the
literature focuses on development of spirituality throughout the human life span (Fowler, 1981;
Parks, 2000; & Slee, 2004). The study of spiritual development involves how humans might
interact with others, process information, and make meaning of experiences and knowledge
(Belenky, et al., 1997; Fowler, 1981; Parks, 2000). A consistent observation among studies is
that spirituality plays an important role in higher education, but there is still uncertainty about
what that role looks like (Parks, 2000; Tisdell, 2003). Clarification on contextual meaning and
utilization of spirituality is still needed. Women doctoral students often encounter a myriad of
barriers and challenges (Rockinson-Szapikiw, Spaulding, & Lunde, 2017). Students, regardless
of gender, experience some of these challenges. While some issues are gender specific, other
challenges are created by social cultures long established within society and academic life
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(Rockinson-Szapikiw et al., 2017). When women encounter such gender barriers, support is
vital to aid in degree completion. Support may be found in a variety of places: peers/cohorts
(Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012), family and friends (Dominguez, 2012; Kluever, 1997),
and advisors/faculty (Can & Walker, 2011; Schroeder & Mynatt, 1993). Understanding the
goals and motivational factors of women students is important for institutions in order that they
might better offer resources and support for this growing student population.
Spirituality is a personal issue no matter what type of belief system one might hold
(Maser, 2010). Even no belief in a higher power is a position of belief. The doctoral journey for
any student is a personal journey. There are challenges to meet and sacrifices are made to
achieve such an esteemed academic goal. Students not only draw upon what they know and
experienced, but more importantly, draw upon self-efficacy or personal strength (Can & Walker,
2010). Spirituality is one area where more research can be conducted to understand its potential
role within a student’s journey in academic pursuits.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative portraiture study was to explore the role of spirituality for
women students during their doctoral journeys. This study also furthered our understanding of
the role of spirituality within the context of higher education.

Research Questions
The central research question in this study was as follows: What is the role of spirituality
for women students during their doctoral journeys?
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The following research sub-questions were addressed:
1) How do women doctoral students define spirituality?
2) How do women describe the use of spirituality in their personal life?
3) How do women connect spirituality their professional work?
4) How do women describe the use of spirituality in their academic pursuits?
Importance of the Study
This study explored the role of spirituality for women students during their doctoral
journeys. Brus (2006) suggested that further research on women doctoral students would
provide “much needed visibility to those challenges faced by nontraditional graduate students
and enhance [the] awareness of the need for appropriate academic and social support to increase
retention for all graduate students” (p. 33). Understanding women’s experiences was important
as they often face differing challenges than their male counterparts that can affect their progress
(Moyer et al., 1999). Women were also shown to take longer in their doctoral journeys (Maher
et al., 2004). Longer times-to-degree can be problematic for students wishing to improve in their
position and salaries in their professions (Maher et al., 2004). For women, this compounded
upon issues they already faced in the work place with advancement and compensation (Maher et
al., 2004).
Most research over the past four decades in the area of doctoral education has been
conducted quantitatively. It might be argued that without more qualitative research, further
understanding the nature of these areas and student’s experiences might be limited. Early
research studies did not “speak to the experiences of students in other types of institutions, twoand four-year, and of students of different gender, race, ethnicity, income, and orientation”
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(Tinto, 2006, p. 3). Haynes (2008) noted: “Many studies have simply counted numbers, while
some include feedback from faculty and/or current doctoral students” (p. 1). Golde (2005) found
that “extant research generally fails to address ways in which doctoral education could be
improved” (p. 671).
Exploring the stories of the participants helped to deepen our understanding of the
doctoral journey for women and how they navigate the experiences the encounter. Spirituality is
often integrated into our identities and can influence how we make-meaning of our journey
(Parks, 2000). This study provided another lens in which to understand those meanings and how
as researchers and educators we may further the discussion on how to improve those doctoral
journeys for women.
Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this study was Parks (2000) Faith Development Theory.
While this theory was not specifically focused on women, it offered a framework from which to
understand how students make-meaning of their spirituality from the influences and experiences
they encounter as they develop and move forward into their adult years. Parks (2000) discussed
faith as a type of “activity” in which students work to explore meaning in various
“comprehensive dimensions” of influences and experiences (p. 7).
Parks (2000) theory covered years in which students begin to start post-secondary and
professional pursuits and follows spirituality in adulthood through mid-life and beyond. While
most of her research has been with young adults, the faith development model in which she
established provided a lens in which the data from this study might be analyzed and discussed.
The three forms of development, knowing, dependence, and community, helped to understand
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how participants’ spirituality developed throughout the personal, professional, and academic
areas of their lives to into their doctoral journey.
Using Parks’s (2000) Faith Development theory provided a conceptual framework with
which to understand how women developed their spiritual perspectives and beliefs. The
framework also informed this study as to what stage participants might be in their development
during their doctoral journeys. The three forms of development identified as knowing,
dependence and community. These forms provided a multi-dimensional view on how
spirituality developed and evolved throughout adulthood. Parks (2000) posited that as adults
matured they would be able to move from authoritative-directed spirituality to one in which they
might become self-directed and take ownership.
Chapter Overview
The study will be presented and discussed in depth in the following chapters. The second
chapter will cover a review of the literature pertaining to this study. Chapter Three will cover the
methodology that will be used to conduct the research of this study. A portraiture of each
participant in this study will be presented in Chapter Four. Findings will be shared in Chapter
Five. Finally, discussion and conclusion will be covered in Chapter Six.

CHAPTER TWO
LITERATURE REVIEW
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the role of spirituality for women
students during their doctoral journeys. This literature review will cover two basic areas of
research that were pertinent to this study. The first area will cover how various stages and
aspects of the doctoral journey for women students. Understanding the nature of the doctoral
journey and the challenges that often presented themselves to women doctoral students gave
context to areas in which women might use spirituality. The second area of literature that this
chapter will cover is spirituality. Research on spirituality was explored in the context of higher
education and women students. An evaluation of the literature will be offered.
The Doctoral Education Journey
The doctoral journey has been a heavily studied topic in higher education. Often the
doctoral journey is studied by looking at the various stages and work that students must
accomplish. Student motivation and determination are examined to understand why students
decide to pursue a doctoral degree and what drives them to continue. Challenges and obstacles
in the doctoral education literature often is discussed in tandem with such related issues as
student attrition and retention. Several areas will be reviewed in the area of doctoral journey to
provide what all the journey entails.
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Stages of the Doctoral Journey
Various stages of progression towards degree completion have been studied (Golde,
2005). The goal in looking at student progress from enrollment through degree completion is to
determine the various challenges and needs students will experience at different points in the
program. Needs of perspective doctoral students look much different than those of doctoral
candidates working through the dissertation stage (Golde, 2005; Ali & Kohun, 2006, 2007).
Golde (2005) examined three various stages of the student progress through the doctoral program
in hopes to understand at what point students dropped out of the program. His research revealed
that students left fairly evenly during one of three stages: Stage 1 occurred within the first year,
Stage 2 started the second year but did not continue to the candidacy exam, and Stage 3 occurred
after passing candidacy exam during the dissertation stage. Each stage revealed differing
challenges and situations that affected students’ completion or time-to-degree (Golde, 2005).
Some researchers have developed a four-stage model to include the pre-enrollment stage to
understand the considerations and challenges incoming students might encounter. (Ali & Kohun,
2006, 2007).
In the pre-enrollment stage, students had to work through the decision to enroll and work
to understand the expectations of the doctoral program (Ali & Kohun, 2006, 2007). Studies have
found that often students have come to realize later in the journey that they did not fully
understand the expectations of the program and those expectations did not match with their own
(Golde, 2005; Lovitts & Nelson, 2000, Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012). Often
expectations were mismatched when it came to time-to-degree and professional outcomes
(Golde, 2005; Lovitts & Nelson, 2000; Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012).
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The next two stages are bookend by the enrollment stage and the dissertations stage.
These stages might be viewed differently by some researchers but are generally thought to be the
first year of coursework before qualifying exams and then the second or following years of
coursework before the candidacy exam (Ali & Kohun, 2006, 2007; Golde, 2005). Students face
similar challenges in both stages in balancing course work with personal and work
responsibilities, faculty and advisor relationships, and working through required course work.
The two main differences between these stages are the first year for doctoral students or stage
one, involves becoming accustomed to balancing course work and understanding expectations of
the doctoral program (Golde, 2005; Ali & Kohun, 2006, 2007. Students in the second stage or
second year of the program and beyond in their course work must prepare for the candidacy
exam and select a topic for their dissertation (Ali & Kohun, 2006, 2007).
The final stage or third stage is often referred to as the candidacy or dissertation stage
(Baker & Pifer, 2014; Ali & Kohun, 2006, 2007; Golde, 2005). In this stage, doctoral candidates
are writing their dissertations, but also for some studenst, in the process at some point to find
employment or advanced in their professions (Baker & Pifer, 2014). The third stage is often
when time-to-degree begins to expand for some doctoral students (de Valero, 2001; Gillingham
et al., 1991). It also a stage where doctoral students can feel the most isolated and disconnected
at this point on their journey (Kluever, 1997; Sigafus, 1998).
Student Expectations and Time-to-Degree Completion
It is not uncommon to find mismatched expectations among doctoral students. Firstgeneration doctoral students or those who have no prior knowledge or experience with degree
advancement reported difficulty understanding expectations and requirements, understanding the
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process, or identifying supportive resources (Gardner & Holley, 2011). Incoming students might
also approach their doctoral journey with unrealistic expectations. Some students that could be
attributed to self-handicapping behaviors. Yet, some studies challenge whether the mismatched
expectations could be attributed to a lack of communication and information provided by the
institution and/or department on degree requirements and objectives (Golde, 2005). If there is
lack of an orientation process within the doctoral program prior to student enrollment, students
often must learn as they go along in the program (Golde, 2005).
Time-to-degree often becomes an increasing concern for doctoral students. Some
students find that their expected completion time may become unrealistically impossible.
Support from research indicated increased times affect completion rates. Completion rates vary
from each department. Reported completion rates have ranged between 3.3 to 6 years (de
Valero, 2001; Gillingham et al., 1991). Gillingham et al. (1991) found that there was little
difference for time to degree among U.S. men and women. De Valero (2001) reported degree
completion rates varied among differing academic departments. Departmental factors such as
financial support, orientation and advising, program requirements, and student participation
influenced time to degree completion (de Valero, 2001). Factors that impeded time to degree
completion were reported as being poor advising, inability to pass qualifying exams, lack of
research skills, and employment (de Valero, 2001). Bair and Haworth (2004), in their synthesis
of the research on persistence, found that the longer time students spent in their programs the
greater the risk of students’ departure. Often attrition rates and time to degree can be “indicators
of the effectiveness of graduate programs” (Groen, Jakubson, Ehrenberg, Condie, & Liu., 2008,
p. 112). Ehrenberg, Jakubson, Groen, So, and Price (2007) observed that several characteristics
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of doctoral programs contributed to longer completion times and higher attrition rates. Issues
that students reported as factoring into lengthening time within program included unclear
expectations, increased course requirements, complex requirements, inconsistent advising, and
lack of funding factored in to lengthening their time within the program (Ehrenberg, et al., 2007).
Students who drop at the dissertation stage are often referred to as ABD or “all but the
dissertation” (Kluever, 1997; Sigafus, 1998). Kluever (1997) compared doctoral graduates to
students who had completed all doctoral requirements except the dissertation. Both groups
experienced concerns regarding time pressures and financial and/or family support. Noncompleters struggled with the dissertation process in four areas: selecting a topic, keeping steady
progress, finding research subjects, and timeline for completion. Another significant difference
between graduates and non-completers Kluever (1997) noted were in the area of in student
progress. Sigafus (1998) found that pressure (a sense of obligation, support, authority (who held
the power for decisions – student or faculty), and program structure affected a student’s progress
through the dissertation stage.
Motivation, Determination, and Personal Accountability
Research studies that investigate doctoral students’ journey and progress have taken a
psychological approach. Analyzing behaviors and attitudes are seen as a way to understand
students’ experiences in doctoral programs. Motivation and desire to complete are important
determining factors in a student’s commitment to the doctoral journey. Bair and Haworth (2004)
identified four main personal characteristics that were observed to help students in degree
completion: student motivation, goal directedness, self-concept, and well-being. Cooke et al.
(1995) surveyed students and identified personal attitudes and intentions that might anticipate
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possible attrition. Factors that contributed to degree progress were students who exhibited:
intentional commitment, satisfied expectations, and desire for achievement (Cooke et al., 1995).
Further analysis showed differences between White and minority students in the areas of
commitment, intention to quit, expectations, and satisfaction. Minority students scored higher
for affective commitment, but lower in the areas such as met expectation and satisfaction with
doctoral experience (Cooke, et al., 1995).
Cognitive and emotional blocks often served as a cause for v.arious perceptions that
contributed to the lack of progress in degree completion (Kearns, Gardiner, & Marshall, 2008).
Kearns et al. (2008) addressed the idea of “self-sabotage” or “self-handicapping” which they
defined by citing Berglas and Jones’s (1978) definition as “the process of creating obstacles to
your goals whether real or imagined so that if failure occurs [the student has] a plausible excuse”
(p. 79). Such behaviors included overcommitting, perfectionism, procrastination,
disorganization, and lack of effort or motivation (D’Andrea, 2002; Kearns et al., 2008).
Accountability within context of student progress in higher education research tends to
focus on institutional accountability (Bailey, Leinbach, & Jenkins, 2006; Eaton, 2011)
Accountability in graduate/doctoral programs tend to focus on institutional accountability up
unto the dissertation stage (Lovitts, 1996). It was during the dissertation stage that programs
ranged in support and guidance offered (Bagaka’s, Badillo, Bransteter, & Rispinto, 2015). The
importance self-direction and self-regulation are essential during the dissertation process (Kelley
& Salisbury-Glennon, 2016). This responsibility to self-direct and self-regulate was a pivotal
point for students (Kelley & Salisbury-Glennon, 2016; Lovitts, 1996). Students indicated
feelings of personal accountability and ownership of their progress especially during the
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dissertation stage; and often would take the blame upon themselves if they struggled or dropped
from the doctoral program (Lovitts, 1996).
The topic of personal accountability as in the context of student academic progress is
often related to motivation, engagement, and expectations (Bagaka’s, et al., 2015). Recent
studies have begun to highlight the importance student commitment in undergraduate & graduate
studies (Eaton, 2011; Kumar & Coe, 2017; Locke & Boyle, 2016). While institutions are now
providing more support during these academic journeys such as the dissertation stage, it has been
noted by researchers of the necessity of student commitment in order for these programs and
support systems to be effective (Carter-Veale, Tull, Rutledge, & Joseph, 2016; Locke & Boyle,
2016).
Challenges and Obstacles during the Doctoral Journey
Understanding the issues surrounding attrition and retention focus on what challenges do
students face that impede or prevent degree completion. Challenges such as possessing the
necessary skills, being motivated, working through personal issues, and navigating financial
difficulties can be attributed to students’ responsibility to complete their degree (Bair &
Haworth, 2004; Golde, 2005). However, challenges present themselves that derive from
institutional or departmental factors (de Valero, 2001; Lovitts, 2001). Any or all can pose
difficult obstacles keeping students from progressing in their academic pursuits.
Institutional, Departmental, and Advisor Challenges
Understanding the doctoral student journey can never be “independent of institutional
context” (Earl-Novell, 2006, p. 46). The institution may be viewed as whole or made up of
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various components such as departments, faculty, advisors, and programs. Exploring each of
these areas provides a crucial vantage point in understanding student success (Lovitts, 1996;
Stallone, 2003). Golde (2005) posited that looking at differences in departmental culture and
practices “can suggest explanations for attrition rates” (p. 672).
The department and faculty should be considered as a central role in providing program
structure, education, and support for students (Golde, 2005). Research studies in this area have
sought to understand how departmental culture and practice affect students’ progress during their
doctoral journeys as they move towards completion (Golde, 2005; Stallone, 2003). The degree
to which students were involved with the programs and faculty were also a determinant of
student success (Lovitts & Nelson, 2000). The more students understood faculty and program
expectations were more likelihood they would continue on towards degree completion
(Fitzpatrick, 2013; Rockinson-Szapkiw, Spaulding, & Blade, 2014).
Satisfaction among doctoral students with faculty interactions has been linked to student
progress (Stallone, 2003). The quality of the relationship between students and their advisors or
other faculty members contributes positively to student moving on towards degree completion
(Golde, 2005). Advisor issues and relationships were observed as critical to students’ decisions
to drop from the doctoral programs (Golde, 2005; Ivankova & Stick, 2007; Locke & Boyle,
2016). Support services offered to students can positively affect students’ motivation and overall
satisfaction (Ivankova & Stick, 2007). Students who completed at a slower pace indicated they
felt a strong commitment to finish, in addition to having a helpful advisor (Bagaka’s, et. al, 2015;
Ivankova & Stick, 2007).
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Academic Ability and Dissertation Challenges
The skills and academic ability that students bring to a doctoral program have always
been scrutinized and part of the selection process in which graduate schools use to try to
determine who they believe will most likely complete. It was assumed that “the best students
finish their degrees and the less talented and qualified depart” (Lovitts & Nelson, 2000, p. 47).
Various course requirements and the dissertation process can pose difficulty for students (Golde,
2005). Some students indicated difficulty that they struggled with writing competencies and
procrastination (D’Andrea, 2002). Academic ability of entering doctoral students does not
always explain attrition outcomes (Lovitts, 1996). Studies have compared academic abilities and
credentials of completers and non-completers have found that while some patterns could be
detected, prediction of completion still remained elusive (Kluever, 1997; Lovitts, 1996).
The researching and writing for a dissertation can be a challenging part of the doctoral
journey for students. Studies showed that students often encountered problems in the area of
research methodology and writing skills (Hwang, et al., 2015). Students also were influenced by
issues of self-efficacy in not only their academic skill, but with their research and writing skills
as well (Faghihi, Rakow, & Ethington, 1999). Since the dissertation writing process is new to
doctoral students, this unfamiliar territory often leads to stress and feelings of isolation (Ali &
Kohun, 2006; Lovitts, 2001). Feelings of Isolation, alienation, and lack of support both on an
institutional and a personal level during the dissertation stage (Hwang, et al., 2015). Poor
advisor and doctoral student relationships such as lack of communication and timely feedback
can greatly affect the completion of the dissertation (Ali & Kohun, 2006; Faghihi et al., 1999).
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Academic and Social Integration
Integration into both academic and social contexts is crucial for doctoral students.
Isolation and lack of support from faculty, peers, or family can adversely affect a student’s
motivation and commitment to remain in doctoral programs (Pauley et al., 1999; Tinto, 1993).
Golde (2005) posited that students’ lack of intentional planning social and academic integration
into academic programs often resulted in higher attrition rates. Social and academic integration
can occur at various points of the doctoral journey (Ali & Kuhn, 2006; Ali & Kuhn, 2007).
Student orientation programs and guidance after starting were an integral part to academic and
social integration (Ali & Kuhn, 2006). Cultural, minority, and gender integration were valued
among students and often cited as reasons why students remained in doctoral programs (Ali &
Kuhn, 2007; Nettles, 1990).
Doctoral student isolation is often an area of concern. The dissertation stage often tended
to be where many students cited difficulties in feeling connected with faculty, staff and peers due
to the type of work where students must work independently (Ali & Kuhn, 2007; Gardner, 2008;
Golde, 2005). Tinto (1993) proposed a theoretical model of graduate persistence that was an
adaption of his undergraduate theory on undergraduate persistence. Tinto (1993) indicated that
there were similarities in how interactions were influenced by faculty, peer, and other related
community support. Doctoral students experienced a different set of expectations and structure
not only within the university but also within each differing field of study. Also, differences
were often apparent within the various student population and faculty that played a role in each
doctoral program. Each of these areas of differences highlighted how a doctoral student will
relate to those that played an integral role in their progress. Tinto’s undergraduate theory
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highlighted the importance of integration versus isolation in progress towards degree completion.
Integration versus isolation factors could be important influencers on degree completion at the
doctoral level (Tinto, 1993).
Personal Challenges
Several studies that interviewed doctoral students did not complete their degree found
that individuals reported a myriad of external reasons (Sigafus, 1998). External factors can come
from relationships, physical demands, and cognitive requirements (Sigafus, 1998). Students left
because of “change[d] career goals, transferred schools, health, family demands/conflicts,
counseled out or dismissed, or financial issues” (Haynes, 2008, p. 2). Stallone’s (2003) study
supported similar reasons for student departure emphasized student stress and role conflict that
students bring with them on their doctoral journey.
Financial concerns often rank high for students during their doctoral journeys. Factors
such as whether a student needs to work part-time or full-time to fund their schooling would
contribute to whether students could complete in a timely manner or at all. Increased work hours
in order to pay for schooling expenses can take away from study and research time (Gillingham
et al., 1991). In addition, employment demands can conflict with study demands. Studies also
indicated problems with self-funding among doctoral students (Lovitts & Nelson, 2000).
Financial assistance offered through the institution can help students continue (Bair,
2005; Earl-Novell, 2006). Studies have shown that students who take on graduate research,
teaching assistantships, and fellowships are more likely to continue on and complete (Bair, 2005;
Earl-Novell, 2006). While these sources of funding solve one problem, it often creates another
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these types of positions such as assistantships and fellowships are actual jobs that can take time
away from course work and/or dissertation writing (Gillingham et al., 1991).
Gender Differences between Men and Women Doctoral Students
The enrollment rates for women students in advanced degrees have steadily increased
over the past several decades (Jacobs, 1996). Today, women doctoral students are considered to
be more the norm than the exception (Maher et al., 2004). In the past decade, women earned
over 50% of the doctorates that have been awarded in universities in the U.S. (Johnson, 2017;
Maher et al., 2004). While the gender gap between men and women has decreased in doctoral
degree recipients, some discipline remained mostly male dominant such as STEM fields of study
(Holmes, et al., 2015).
Some differences in experiences between both genders exist in time to degree, discipline,
and supervisory experiences (Lenz, 1997; Maher et al., 2004; Seagram et al., 1998). Women
reported more conflict and delays in the feedback and progress with their advisors and
committees than men did (Seagram et al., 1998). Some women indicated concerns with
department and institutional support such as sexual harassment from a faculty member,
perceived issues of inequality between males and females, lack of females on the faculty, and
lower expectations of women doctoral students compared to men (Moyer et al., 1999). Studies
have shown that women experienced various types of personal challenges in role responsibility
and conflicts in balancing home, work, and school while pursuing doctoral degrees (RockinsonSzapkiw et al., 2017). While studies often indicated that women would experience more external
pressures such has multiple role and balancing home responsibilities (Rockinson-Szapkiw et al.,
2017), Hwang et al. (2015) disputed this finding by stating that men experienced increased
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external pressures like women but in different ways like financial pressures. It was noted by
Hwang, et al. (2015) that more studies had been done on women than men in this area; and
hence, the common misperception.
Gillingham et al. (1991) examined the relationship between time to degree and such
variables as number of hours spent on academics and work, area of study, financial resources,
and age. Both men and women experienced external pressures such as financial and household
responsibilities. Both men and women experienced external pressures such as financial and
household responsibilities (Faghihi et al., 1999; Gillingham et al., 1991). Men spent more hours
in employment per week while women had more responsibilities in the care of the family
(Faghihi et al., 1999).
Spirituality and Higher Education
In recent years more, attention has been given to spirituality in student development in
non-religious, public institutions. Educators generally have avoided or skirted around the topic
of spirituality based on their understanding of the separation of church and state as it is contained
in the U.S. constitution and woven into the fabric of societal etiquette related to work in a public
profession (Laurence, 1999). Research in spirituality within the context of higher education still
remains limited.
Most research conducted on the role of spirituality in higher education has been done in
the context of traditional, undergraduate students. Common spiritual themes found among
students were: a quest for life meaning and purpose (Astin, Astin, & Lindholm, 2011), adult
learning (Tisdell, 2003), and motivation or persistence (Govan, 2012). There were many
differences between traditional and non-traditional students in addition to differences in
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motivation, experience, and resources available for graduate students when compared to nongraduate students (Govan, 2012). Current literature has yet to articulate similarities or
differences in the role of spirituality for students who are graduate or post-graduate students
compared to undergraduates. This portion of the literature review will discuss how spirituality is
defined, spiritual development theories, and spirituality and women.
Defining Spirituality
Defining spirituality has been difficult, especially in the realm of higher education
(Baize-Ward & Royer, 2018; Greenway, 2006; Siddiqi, Chick, & Dibben, 2017; Tisdell, 2000).
Spirituality is composed of aspects of a personal nature and can vary in what it involves and
means from individual to individual (Patton & McClure, 2009). While a common definition of
spirituality remains elusive in the current discourse, some common themes in defining
spirituality were present. First, spirituality and religion cannot be defined as the same thing. At
times spirituality and religion may interrelate with each other (Tisdell, 2003), but do not always
have to co-exist for spirituality to be practiced. One distinction between spirituality and religion
is that the former can be an unstructured and unconscious process (Fowler, 1981). Religion
contains spiritual components, but it is organized around a set of beliefs that are shared
consciously by a group of people (Tisdell, 2003).
Second, spirituality may or may not involve believing in a higher being (Parks, 2000).
Spirituality in some practices is a journey or desire to deepen the relationship between the divine
and the human. Some individuals experience a type of spirituality that occurs in a secular
context where the focus is on the inner self and/or oneness with the world around them (Dalton
et al., 2006).
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Third, spirituality for many often involves a process of finding purpose, meaning, and
identity. For many, religious institutions spiritual development is an educational objective in
tandem with other learning and career preparation goals (Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 2015).
Spirituality is an “integral part of overall student development and learning” (CapeheartMenigall, 2005, p. 31). Love and Talbot (1999) define spiritual development as a process that
pulls all aspects of learning together and integrates them. In spiritual development students gain
a sense of identity and purpose for their lives (Capeheart-Menigall, 2005; Greenway, 2006;
Jablonski, 2001). Spirituality can be the conduit through which students are able to construct
meaning from knowledge and understand the relationships between themselves and the world as
a whole (Tisdell, 2003).
Spirituality and Women
Much has been written about women’s experiences and practices in spirituality (Ochs,
1997). Religion, faith, and spiritual well-being have been influential factors in providing women
opportunities to find their voice, direction, healing, and overcoming obstacles in challenging
circumstances (Belenky et al., 1997; Gilligan, 1982; Hunt, 1995). Spirituality played an integral
role for women in helping them to create their own narratives of how they overcome challenges
or obstacles (Howell, 2001). Women used spirituality in coping strategies (Bryant, 2007; Krypel
& Henderson-King, 2010; Patton & McClure, 2009;). Spirituality has helped women through
transitions (Patton & McClure, 2009), managed stress (Johnson, Schwartz, & Bower, 2000),
offered support (Patton & McClure, 2009), and provide guidance (Bryant, 2007; Duffy, 2010,
Patton & McClure, 2009). Women scored higher than men in how they integrated spirituality
into daily life activities (Bryant, 2007). Women were influenced by spirituality when surrounded
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by supportive individuals such as peers, family members, and/or spiritual leaders (Bryant, 2007;
Howell, 2001; Maser, 2010). Women utilized a variety of practices such as meditation,
journaling, participating in study or support groups, and attending worship services (Bryant,
2007; Howell, 2001; Maser, 2010).
In the past couple of decades, the research on women and how they differ from men has
increased in a wide variety of areas. Much of the focus in contributing to the literature on
women’s spirituality has been to identify gender difference in development and practice. Several
researchers have argued that women’s spiritual development differs greatly than that of men due
to experiences, knowledge processing, and decision-making (Belenky, et al., 1997; Gilligan,
1982; Slee, 2004). Researchers also have used feminist theory to examine areas within the
practice of spirituality to expose various gender-bias or inequalities (Gulbrandsen & Walsh,
2015; Riddle, 2008).
Spiritual and Faith Development Theories
Current spiritual development theories found in the literature expand upon human and
cognitive-based theories. The terms spiritual development and faith development often are used
interchangeably (Love, 2002), although the term spirituality has become more commonplace in
the recent decade. Current theories tend to focus on development and its influence on cognitive
meaning making. Furthermore, theories are focused mainly on psychological and human
development and are not specific to higher education. Spiritual development theory is often
gender nonspecific although some have criticized theories for not addressing specific gender
differences (Belenky, et al., 1986; Parks, 1991). Another criticism often expressed among
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various spiritual development theories was that they privileged the Judeo-Christian culture and
practice (Hay, Reich, & Utsch, 2006).
Fowler’s (1981) Faith Development Theory
Fowler’s (1981) faith development theory is used most often in the literature on
spirituality. His theory is a life span, staged-based theory that integrates spiritual development
with human development theories of Erickson, Kohlberg, and Piaget (Fowler, 1981). In
particular, of interest in the context of higher education are the developmental stages of young
and mid-life adults, where faith is synthesized into one’s perspectives and behaviors. Fowler’s
models contain six-stages that also include a pre-stage describing development in a series of
partially age-related periods through which one progresses from infancy into adulthood. The
model follows cognition and behavior in human development and how spiritual development
coincides. (See Table 1.)
The pre-stage and first couple of stages describe faith development in children and
adolescents. The Pre-Stage: Undifferentiated Faith begins with young children or infants, where
experiences involving emotion and cognitive thinking begin to develop the first building blocks
of faith. Stage One describes the early childhood stage of faith development as IntuitiveProjective. With the development of language and imaginative play, children learn and
experience new concepts and emotions. Security and dependence on caregivers still play a vital
role. Stage two is called Mythic-Literal and occurs during middle childhood. Children are still
concrete thinkers but can make a connection to the meanings that are made from their
experiences. The third stage begins with adolescence and is described as Synthetic-Conventional
Faith. The biggest milestone in this stage is the ability to use and understand abstract concepts.
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Table 1
Fowler’s (1981) Stages of Faith Development
Stages of Faith Development (Fowler, 1981)
Pre-Stage

Undifferentiated Faith

Infants/Young Children

Stage One

Intuitive-Projective Faith

Early Childhood

Stage Two

Mythic-Literal Faith

Middle Childhood

Stage Three

Synthetic-Coventional Faith

Adolescence

Stage Four

Individuative-Reflective Faith

Young Adults +

Stage Five

Conjunctive Faith

Midlife +

Stage Six

Universalizing Faith

Older Adult

Adult Stages:

Fowler (1981) indicates that the worldview, self-expression, and abstract relationships
find their full development at the end of adolescence and into adulthood. Spiritual development
literature in higher education tends to focus more on adult development. Fowler’s fourth, fifth,
and sixth stages address adult spiritual development. The fourth stage of Fowler’s theory
focuses on young adults and older and is called Individuative-Reflective Faith. As indicated by
its name, individuals in this stage use reflection to evaluate critically their beliefs and
convictions. Authority is challenged in that individuals no longer merely accept those beliefs
and values that were passed along from childhood. They may still be committed to those beliefs,
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but they take ownership for what they personally hold to be true. This evolved perspective
considers other worldviews in an individual’s personal faith reflection and evaluation. Fowler
(1981) explains that there is a type of tension that individuals in this stage will experience as they
consider other views that do not match their own. Friction results as the individual attempts to
understand opposing views that differ from their own personal beliefs.
Fowler (1981) calls the fifth stage Conjunctive Faith in which adults in early midlife and
older are able to adjust to and/or accommodate other perspectives that are different from their
own. The presence of reflection is quite strong as individuals not only have experiences to
evaluate, but there also is an understanding that life is multi-dimensional and that there are many
ways to view faith.
The sixth stage from Fowler’s (1981) model is called Universalizing Faith. Maturing to
this stage of faith and spirituality is considered to be rare by Fowler’s definition. Those who do
move to this stage are generally adults who are considered in their midlife and older. Individuals
find themselves moves beyond common tendencies of defensiveness when faced with differing
opinions. They are more open to learn about new concepts and perspectives that are conflict
with their personal feelings. This type of acceptance or tolerance often is based on the grounds
of their concept of God. Individuals in this stage try to balance judgments towards those around
them. They are often concerned with the transformation of those they oppose in hopes to see
justice and reform prevail.
Fowler’s spiritual development theory is widely utilized and cited within research
(Tisdell, 2003). His theoretical model has been very influential and has been an important tool in
numerous faith development and spirituality discussions and research studies (Andrade, 2014).

32
While Fowler’s faith development theory has been used quite frequently, it has been critiqued by
some based on the fact that is has been deemed gender-biased and did not take into consideration
women’s development or experiences that differ from those of men (Slee, 2004, p. 15). Others
debate whether the stages Fowler posited can be called sequential (Streib, 2001).
A major criticism of Fowler’s spiritual development theory pertained to understanding
the selection of his theory as part of the framework for this study. A main criticism for Fowler’s
theory is that it does not consider gender differences (Belenky et al, 1986; Cowden, 1992;
Gilligan, 1993; Parks, 1991). Reich (1997) argued that Fowler’s theory might still be utilized in
women’s spirituality studies. He observed that some basic human developmental characteristics
and attitudes are not always gender specific rather based on masculine or feminine perspective
that are expressed depending on the context of the issue at hand. Reich (1997) posited the
example where a woman might express feminine qualities such as care-taking at home but
exhibit behaviors that are masculine at work such as risk taking or dominance. Schweitzer
(1997) in response to Reich (1997) supported sensitivity to gender differences but pointed out
that at the center of the issue is human development whether it is male or female.
Gilligan’s (1982) Women’s Moral Decision Making
Although Gilligan’s (1982) theory considered the influence of spirituality, her
developmental theory addressed some of the same components that involve how women are
informed in the decision-making process. Gilligan (1982) in her theory first published in 1977
on women’s moral decision making argued that Kohlberg’s theory based much of his research
only on men’s moral decision making and did not include the women’s perspectives. Gilligan
(1982) posited that women process ethical decision-making differently than do men; instead of a
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problem-solving type of approach that looks for the correct answer, women will seek a solution
with the hope of minimizing hard feelings.
Gilligan (1982) identified three stages of maturity in her study on ethical decisionmaking, pre-conventional, conventional, and post-conventional. The pre-conventional stage
deals with the key issue of survival; “should is undifferentiated from would, and other people
influence the decision only through their power to affect its consequences” (p. 74). In this stage
women are concerned with self and understanding their identity and what they want to do. The
conventional stage involves the concept of morality that causes women to be concerned with
social norms and values. Women experience a sense of putting others first instead of pursuing
personal desires. Finally, in the post-conventional stage, women experience decision making
with an understanding of the responsibility. This sense of responsibility develops in the process
of making the decision and, as a result, the outcomes of that decision.
Gilligan’s (1982) was published around the same time as Fowler (1981). While Gilligan
(1982) argued Kohlberg’s stance on women’s moral development, Fowler (1981) utilized
Kohlberg’s theory in how humans develop spiritually. In response to Gilligan’s (1982) writings
that encouraged considerations for understanding women’s voice in developmental areas,
researchers were critical of Fowler’s stage model of faith stating that gender considerations were
not present in his theory (Slee, 1996).
Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule’s (1997) Women’s Ways of Knowing
Belenky et al.’s (1997) theory is not a spiritual development theory but is often referred
to within spiritual development literature and used in tandem with other spiritual and faith
theories. Building upon Gilligan’s (1982) research, Belenky et al. (1997) interviewed women to
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listen to their experiences as learners and to understand from their stories how their concept of
“self” evolved. Belenky et al. (1997) posited that women’s development differed from that of
men and that previous research had omitted women’s voices from their studies. Belenky et al.
(1997) developed five stages of women’s knowing: silence, received knowledge, subjective
knowledge, procedural knowledge, and constructed knowledge. Each stage need not occur
sequential. Women develop various perspectives or hold certain positions based on the
knowledge they have acquired from experiences and interactions with others. In the various
stages, women knowledge affected how they viewed themselves and how it is utilized.
Slee’s (2004) Women’s Faith Development Theory
Slee (2004) used many components of Fowler’s (1981) faith development theory and
used women’s development theory to develop her theory on women’s patterns and processes of
faith development. The processes of shaping patterns of faith that are used by women are called
faithing strategies. Women used these strategies to discern the connections between their faith
and experiences to find patterns and meaning. Six faithing strategies were identified:
conversational, metaphoric, narrative, personalized, conceptual, and apophatic. These strategies
helped women to move through and transition among three common patterns: alienation,
awakenings (breakthrough), and relationality.
The faithing strategies that Slee (2004) identified help to shape women’s faith core
patterns: alienation, awakenings, and relationality. These patterns were sometimes referenced as
phases or transitions for which women might experience. Alienation was a common phase
among women that involves a deep sense of loss of self or connection with others. In some
cases, loss can be in meaning, purpose, or faith itself. Women who struggled with alienation
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might experience it for a set time and move on; or endure the feelings life-long. For those that
came to terms with their experience or feeling and move on, alienation can be a catalyst for
transformation. Transformation or awakenings was what Slee (2004) identified as a second
pattern found in faith development. Awakenings might occur when women have experienced a
roadblock or event that was liberating to them. Such a breakthrough would help them to
reconnect to self, others, and/or the divine. Slee (2004) identified the third pattern as
relationality. Relationality described the pattern of the use relationships to shape women’s faith
development.
Six processes helped to shape each of these patterns. First, conversational faithing
allowed women to express verbally their stories and feelings. Women might find “a place of
epiphany and discernment, revealing something of the larger meaning of a woman’s life as she
tells her story and listen for its shapes and patterns to be worked out in the flow and pattern of
the conversation” (Slee, 2004, p. 65). Metaphoric faithing was the use of images, analogies, and
similes to describe faith meaning and experiences. Narrative faithing was the linear story
women construct to articulate the movement and meaning of the experiences that help shape and
define their faith life. Retelling a sequence of events allowed women to reflect on how their faith
developed and understand the steps that brought to their current core beliefs.
Other influences such as individuals who have become role models or exemplars are
examples of the fourth strategy called personalized faithing. These individuals who impact faith
development might range from parents, friends, teachers, and spiritual leaders. Conceptual
faithing was a strategy woman used to analyze and reflect upon concepts that are theological or
psychological in nature. These concepts helped define and give meaning to the issues in which
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women work through in their lives. Finally, apophatic faithing was the negative and
contradictory influences or experiences that have shaped women’s faith. Examples might be
those that are oppressive or limiting. Women used this strategy to move towards a desired and
authentic set of values and beliefs.
Parks’s (2000) Faith Development Theory
Parks (1986, 2000) used Piaget’s constructive-development theory and faith development
theories from Fowler, Keegan, Gilligan, and Perry to expand upon what we know about spiritual
development among young adults. Parks (2000) In her analysis she recognized three common
threads that influence faith development forms: knowing, dependence, and community (Parks,
1986). The three forms in this model highlight how the individual makes-meaning of their own
faith. Each stage in the three specified areas of development describe the relationship from self
to a type of authority who has influence over spiritual beliefs and perceptions (Love, 2002).
These stages also show how information is processed and relates to one’s self as well (Love,
2002). As adults move from stage to another they progress from informed and directed
spirituality by others to taking ownership and shaping his or her own spiritual beliefs and
practices. That progression often coincides with adult cognitive development and maturity from
young adult to mid-life as one begins to think independently and take ownership of their own
values, purpose, and goals (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2009).
In her model, Parks (1986) showed how each form evolves from an authority-bound
perspective to a type of commitment and choice by the individual. An evolving or maturing faith
was defined by an individual moving from where perceived truth is accepted from an authority
figure to a stage where the individual that does not feel threatened by differing perspectives but,
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rather, is inclusive of others. Parks (1986) described the process of faith development as a type
of “journey” that helps to “shape” (p. 69) an individual to foster a more mature faith. In other
words, faith takes on more meaning for the individual, thus creating more independence and
ownership of one’s beliefs.

Table 2
Parks’s (2000) Faith Development Theory
Forms of Knowing
Authority-Bound
Unqualified Relativism
Probing Commitment
Tested Commitment
Convictional Commitment

Forms of Dependence
Dependent/Counter-dependent
Fragile Inner Dependence
Confident Inner Dependence
Interdependence

Forms of Community
Conventional Community
Diffuse Community
Mentoring Community
Self-Selected Group
Open to the Other

While Parks (2000) did not focus solely on women, her theory allows for consideration of
various differences which would include gender and various religions. Parks (2000) gave
consideration of women by utilizing Gilligan’s (1993) Theory on Women’s Moral Reasoning in
her development of this theory. Parks (2000) stance on how male and females differed in
spirituality was more in how they expressed their spirituality. Drawing from work from Nancy
Chodorow, Parks (2000) concurred that women share their stories differently than men. Men
may share stories that center around milestones and moments where there was “separation or
differentiation, going forth and heading out;” whereas, women share their stories that are more
emotional and reflecting upon “attachment and relation” (Parks, 2000, p. 66).
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Spirituality and Doctoral Students
The literature on academic success for students have explored the potential of spirituality
as motivational. Most of the focus of these studies have been on undergraduate, traditional
students or on students already attending a religious institution where spiritual development is
integrated into learning goals. Research showed that where spirituality had positive effect
towards student’s progress towards degree completion (Jarrell, 2009; Govan, 2012; Morris,
Smith, & Cejda, 2003; Saggio & Rendon, 2004). Other attributes of spirituality observed were
perseverance and resilience as students faced challenges and obstacles in their pursuit towards
degree completion (Morris et al., 2003; Jarrell, 2009; Patton & McClure, 2009; Wood & Hilton,
2012). Students credited spirituality as playing a role in their academic success (Greenway,
2006; Patton & McClure, 2009; Wood & Hilton, 2012).
Govan (2012) found that students used their experiences in combination with their
spirituality to make meaning of their journey towards degree completion. Students used their
spirituality as a way to find purpose and meaning that achieving their desired academic goals
would bring (Morris et al., 2003; Wood & Hilton, 2012). Spirituality, especially when it
involved believing in a higher power, was a source of support (Saggio & Rendon, 2004; Wood &
Hilton, 2012).
Another area of focus on academic success and spirituality was minority groups who
might have a strong spiritual culture component. Spirituality often was woven into the AfricanAmerican culture, especially within areas of resilience and perseverance in family matters, work,
and personal matters (Morris et al., 2003; Patton & McClure, 2009, Wood & Hilton, 2012).
Several studies have been conducted to explore how some tribes of Native American culture
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integrated spirituality into academic pursuits (Saggio & Rendon, 2004). Academic success and
spirituality were explored for women in minority groups, especially among African Americans
(Patton & McClure, 2009), and gender differences between men and women (Bryant, 2007;
Buchko, 2004).
Conclusion
There were some limitations in the literature. The most prominent limitation was
found in the area of spirituality in the context of higher education. Many aspects of spirituality
were found in the literature within the context of learning or teaching; however, the contexts in
which spirituality were discussed were widely varied and related very little to the context of this
particular study. Enrollment of women students in higher education has increased in the past
several decades despite the fact that many still face challenges in degree completion. There was a
heavy focus on various challenges women face as they continue to degree completion, but
current literature often falls short at understanding the nature of the academic journeys among
women, especially at the doctoral level.
The doctoral journey is a personal one. Students reach a point in the dissertation stage
where they must work independently; therefore, many experience isolation and other issues of
self-efficacy. Spirituality was often defined as an individual’s quest for purpose and meaning.
Literature on spirituality within the context of student development and academic motivation has
expanded in the last decade; however, many of the studies are disjointed and do not build upon
each other. The exception is the construction of faith development models. Our understanding
of women’s doctoral journeys can be deepened by exploring the personal components of what
motivates and influences women students. Exploring the relationship between a personal and
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influential aspect of student development, such as spirituality, will provide further insight into
the experiences of women doctoral students.

CHAPTER THREE
METHODOLOGY
The purpose of this qualitative study was the role of spirituality for women students
during their doctoral journeys.
The central research question in this study was as follows: What is the role of spirituality
for women students during their doctoral journeys?
The following research sub-questions were addressed:
1) How do women doctoral students define spirituality?
2) How do women describe the use of spirituality in their personal life?
3) How do women connect spirituality to their professional work?
4) How do women describe the use of spirituality in their academic pursuits?
The organization of this chapter includes the description of the methodology used in this
research and the rational for its use. Research design, data-collection methods, data-analysis
procedures, epistemological perspective, trustworthiness of research, and researcher bias will
also be discussed.
Design of the Study
This study used a constructivist approach by incorporating portraiture design (LawrenceLightfoot & Davis, 1997) with a focus on narrative inquiry. Portraiture is a research
methodology developed by Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) that combines the use of
interviews, observations, and artifacts to create a portrait of each participant. Like an artist who
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desires to create the heart and being of their subject, researchers use this art-based form of
qualitative research to create a written portrait of their participant (Chilton & Leavy, 2014).
Portraiture allowed me to explore the stories that women shared during the data collection
process. This method also allowed me to get a more full and complete picture of each
participant. Each woman had unique upbringings and experiences that shaped them to bring
them to this point in their doctoral journeys. These experiences also influenced the way they
make meaning and come to understand the world around them, especially in terms of their own
spirituality. As discussed earlier, voice was an important component in the design of this study.
The information gained from participants was constructed from their life experiences and
perspectives that have been worked together to create what is considered to be reality for them at
the point of their interviews. Also, triangulation, as discussed by Tobin and Begley (2004), was
utilized to help verify the information as a method of confirming assumptions to work to
establish truth within the process of using narrative inquiry in this study.
For this study, I acted both as researcher and artist to interweave elements of research
protocols with creativity and authentic voicing of participant and researcher (Matthias &
Petchauer, 2012). Through portraiture, researchers are able to explore “participants’ experiences
and the complexities of how meanings are produced within a particular context” (GaztambideFernández, Cairns, Kawashima, Menna, & VanderDussen 2011, p. 4). In research studies, a
relationship can develop between the researcher and the study which encompasses methodology,
conceptual framework, and the researcher’s view (Gray, 2013). The researcher makes choices of
focus, participants, method, and theory based on their experiences, knowledge, and other various
perspectives (Gray, 2013).
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Portraiture incorporates a blend of methodologies such as narrative inquiry and
ethnography (Dixson, Chapman, & Hill, 2005: Morris, Mirin, & Rizzi, 2000). Narrative inquiry
focuses on the way humans experience events and relationship within the context of their world
(Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) explained portraiture as a
“collection of stories” (p. xv). The stories collected through interviews are told through a firstperson narrative that uses the words of the participant, who is the storyteller in this setting (Lynn,
2006). In the use of portraiture, the researcher “seeks to record and interpret the perspectives and
experience of the people they are studying, documenting their voices and their visions—their
authority, knowledge, and wisdom” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. xv). This method of
capturing each participant’s story and experience allowed for each participant’s interpretation of
those events to be explored.
In art, the purpose of painting a portrait is to capture the expression, mood, and depth of
the subject’s likeness. In this study, the goal was the same, but the medium was participants’
shared stories and experiences. Portraiture worked well for this study because of the personal
nature of what spirituality meant for each person.
Portraiture consists of five major characteristics: context, voice, relationship, emergent
themes, and aesthetic whole (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). Context involved the setting
in which the action takes place and acts as a framework for individuals’ stories. The setting can
be physical, geographical, temporal, historical, cultural, or aesthetic. Within these various types
of settings “clues” were provided for interpreting stories (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p.
41). One particular study conducted by Morris et al. (2000) used a combination of narrative
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inquiry and ethnography to create a portrait of the historical, social, and cultural issues through a
Brazilian educator’s stories on how he attempted and failed to establish an indigenous school.
Context for this particular study looked closely at the historical setting that was the
participant’s journey towards degree completion. It looked at the aesthetic context where
symbols and metaphors might be expressed to explain the role spirituality played in various
experiences in her life. Using the context of working towards a personal and professional goal
such as a doctoral degree helped frame how spirituality was utilized and the meanings were
constructed by the participants. Also, considering personal context was important because it
helped to clarify the researcher’s perspective and voice in how data was analyzed and
interpreted.
Voice is more than just the actor or participant in a study (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis,
1997).
The voice of the researcher is everywhere: in the assumptions, preoccupations, and
framework she brings to the inquiry; in the questions she asks; in the data she gathers; in
the choice of stories she tells; in the language; cadence, and rhythm of her narrative.
(p. 85)
It cannot be avoided in research; however, in portraiture it is acknowledged and utilized in
various ways. Portraiture, in essence, embraces a criticism that is often expressed regarding
qualitative methodology that is influenced by the bias of the researcher (Dixson et al., 2005).
Dixson et al. (2005) addressed this issue by positing that “partiality provides t he portraitist the
space to acknowledge her or his presence – physically, psychologically, spirituality, and
emotionally – in the research, thereby dismantling the notion that the researcher is the only
knower and expert on the lives and experiences of the participants” (Dixson et al., 2005, p. 17).
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Chapman (2005) interviewed a White teacher who worked in a racially diverse urban school to
illuminate how voice is “situated within larger contextual issues, data analysis, theoretical
frameworks, and personal and professional relationships between the participants” (p. 27).
As will be discussed later in this chapter, my own personal voice was part of this study,
but steps were taken to not overshadow the participants’ voice. My voice served as a witness as
I listened and interpreted the stories and experiences shared. My discernment and interpretation
of voice were influenced by my assumptions and perspective that are in turn influenced by
family, work, education, culture, and my own personal experiences with spirituality. Most
prominent in this study is the dialogue that occurred between researcher and participant.
Relationships develop during portraiture studies. As an artist studies her subject before
applying brush to canvas, there is a search to determine how best the portrait should be created
and developed. As the researcher, I worked to develop an environment that was comfortable and
encouraged participants to share freely. The environment was created through interactions and
dialogue in building relationships. The researcher does this through acceptance, encouragement,
and focusing on the “goodness” of the participant (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 151).
As the relationship developed between the two, I began to understand and empathize with the
participant’s perspective of the narrative. My study benefited from this approach because of the
personal nature of spirituality. While I, the researcher, might hold a different perspective on
spirituality, coming to understand each participant’s stance strengthened my ability to share each
one’s narrative.
Emergent themes were apparent from data collected once it was organized and analyzed.
The analyzing and synthesizing process was ongoing. From the first interview, as the portraitist
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I used techniques such as memoing and impressionistic recording to capture expressions and
meaning that were offered through repetitive refrains, resonant metaphors, and repeating
patterns. Identifying institutional and cultural rituals was paramount for my study on spirituality.
These types of clues shared within stories and experiences provided additional data for analysis.
Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) posited the importance of flexibility and discernment from
the beginning of the data collection process, so the researcher might adapt and capture the rich
data found in the narrative.
Finally, the aesthetic whole was important to capture in how each of the elements of
context, voice, relationship, and emergent themes ere woven together (Lawrence-Lightfoot,
1997). As the whole was shaped, a delicate balance was kept between portraiture elements and
social science methodology. Lawrence-Lightfoot (1997) recommended that the researcher “must
identify the overarching story” (p. 247). Once the story was identified for each participant,
structure and form were developed. The structure provided the frame for the participant’s
narrative. “The form is the texture of intellect, emotion, and aesthetics that supports, illuminates,
and animates the structural elements” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 254). Finally,
steps were taken to ensure that coherence was developed to bind the parts of the narrative
together.
The conceptual framework I used helped to understand how women made-meaning and
shaped their own spirituality. Parks (2000) Faith Development focused on spiritual development
throughout the span of adulthood. Parks (2000) referenced faith and spiritual development like
each stage with in the forms of development explained how one might make-meaning and
perceive difference they encounter. The theoretical model takes into consideration experience
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and maturity as one gets older and perspectives changes that lead to becoming more secure in
one’s beliefs and values.
Regarding data collection, it should be understood that the knowledge gained in this
study come directly from the findings of the participants words and how they have understood
the meanings of their experiences. Participants share the information of their stories from a
personal viewpoint and how they interpret those experiences at the moment of the interview. As
the researcher, I have no way to verify the accuracy of their experiences nor the interpretations.
Some assumptions must be made during data collection. First, that the experiences did indeed
occur in the way in way in which they have been shared by participants. Second, that the
understanding that how construct and interpret those meanings and experiences are within that
moment and might be subjected to modifications at a later date.
Participants and Setting
The participants for this study were women doctoral students. Criterion for inclusion in
this study was that women had experienced at least a five-year lapse of time between the
completion of their undergraduate degree and the start of their graduate degree. The interruption
in pursuing an advanced degree hopefully insured that participants were returning students who
had stepped away due to other professional or personal role demands. Age, ethnicity, marital
status, socio-economic status, or number of children or other dependents was not be part of
selection criteria. Choice of field of study for doctoral women students was not limited in the
selection process. However, all participants were enrolled in doctoral programs within the field
of education. The focus of the study was on the unique experiences of each woman.
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Fifteen women were interviewed for this study. Proper forms and procedures were
submitted and approved by the Institutional Review Board at Northern Illinois University.
Purposeful sampling was used in this study. Using the purposeful sampling method, participants
were selected based who best meet the criteria necessary to provide information for the research
problem and questions (Creswell, 2009). It was also anticipated the necessity of snowball
sampling for selection to insure enough numbers of participants. Snowball sampling or network
sampling allowed the researcher to start with a few participants and gather referrals from those
individuals of other potential participants (Merriam, 2002).
To identify women who would be willing to participate, an invitation was sent via email
to participants that were either suggested by individuals with who I knew, or a general invitation
was set to the college of education. It was not intentional to select a particular field of study such
as education to identify participants, but merely a starting point. For example, at University B, a
general email to participate in the study with contact information was sent out to students
enrolled in that particular doctoral program. The response was met by enthusiasm by other
women doctoral students either willing to be interviewed or interest in learning more about the
study. At University A, a general invitation was not necessary to send, instead snowball
sampling was utilized as one participant would suggest the name of one or two others, and so
forth. The individuals were contacted first by email. This email explained the purpose of the
study and an invitation to participate. Follow up phone call(s) and/or email(s) were made to
individuals to address any concerns or questions, to check whether interested individuals met
criteria specifications and to obtain a commitment to participate.
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The two sites were selected for this study: University A and University B. Due to the
confidentiality of the participants’ interviews it is necessary that the locations of these research
sites be kept confidential. Students shared detailed and intimate stories about their programs of
studies, faculty, peers, etc. in describing their doctoral journeys. The focus of this paper was on
those experiences alone. Participants shared freely because of the understanding of the
confidentiality in which the interviews had.
University A is a master’s university with larger programs and smaller doctoral programs
mostly in education that is located outside of a large urban area in the Midwest in the United
States. This institution is religiously-affiliated. Although this institution was religiously
affiliated, the doctoral programs offered within the education department generally attract a
diverse demographic of non-traditional commuter students. University A offered doctoral
programs in education and leadership with various specializations within the field of education
from early childhood to higher education. The site was chosen for its relatively easy access for
commuter doctoral students who live in various suburban and urban areas near the university.
The community in which University A was located in a predominately White with
surrounding communities that have high Hispanic population. The demographic makeup of
University A students consisted of just over 50% White, less than 25% Hispanic/Latino, and less
than 15% Black/African-American (NCES, 2012). University A had a larger graduate
population of over 3500 students compared to their full-time undergraduate population of over
1500 students (NCES, 2012). NCES reports retention rates for undergraduates in 2012 as being
43% (NCES, 2012). While doctoral completion rates at this point have been difficult to procure,
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the NCES (2012) reported that University A awarded 3,390 master’s degrees and 41 doctoral
degrees in 2012.
University B is a doctoral university with high research activity and is located outside of
a large urban area in the Midwest in the United States. This institution was a publicly funded
state school. This institution was not religiously affiliated. University B offered several doctoral
programs within the education areas such as Adult and Higher Learning, Counselor Education
and Supervision, Curriculum and Instruction, Educational Administration, Educational
Psychology, and Instructional Technology. The site was chosen for its relatively easy access for
commuter doctoral students who live in various suburban areas near the university.
The community in which University B was located was rural and might be referred to as
a “college town” in the midst of an agricultural area. University B pulled most of its doctoral
students from the suburbs of a nearby urban city and had satellite sites set up to help meet
commuter students’ needs. The demographic makeup of University B students consisted of a
predominantly White student population, with Black/African-American, Hispanic/Latino, and
Asian minority student populations. The retention rates for undergraduates in 2013 as being
66% (NCES, 2013). While doctoral completion rates at this point had been difficult to procure,
the NCES (2013) reported that University B awarded over a thousand master’s degrees and over
one hundred doctoral research/scholarship degrees in 2013. In the field of education, University
B awarded over 300 doctoral degrees and less than 50 research/scholarship degrees (NCES,
2013).
Participants shared their background, current living environment, and cultural influences
growing up. Each of the participants at the time of this study was at a different place within her
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doctoral program (See Table 3). To determine the stage each participant was in, the stages
utilized in Ali and Kohun’s (2006) study on doctoral student will be utilized as a point of
reference. Ali and Kohun’s (2006) stage model differs from other suggested stage models in that
it considers pre-admission and enrollment as the Pre-Stage. Stage I is the first year of the
program where students are becoming acclimated to the program and expectations. Stage II is
the second year through candidacy where students are fulfilling course requirements and most
likely taking a qualifier exam. This stage also includes choosing a proposal topic. Stage III is
the dissertation stage. The information was collected as shown in Table 4 to determine each
participant’s status in her respective doctoral program.
While some participants had yet to experience future stages such as the dissertation
stage, questions were asked to understand what they anticipated in terms of work and challenges
in those stages. For both sites, information such as the demographics of enrolled students’
religious affiliation was important to understand and was acquired during the study. Another
factor taken into consideration was the university’s mission and vision statements and how they
influenced doctoral programs offered. The primary method of gathering this information was
through reviewing external and internal documents that are relevant to this study (Bloomberg &
Volpe, 2008). Perceptual information was collected regarding the participant’s experiences and
assumptions of their doctoral journey.
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Table 3
Overview of Participants
Name

Age

Race

Current

Childhood

Barb

mid-30s

Caucasian

Christian/ Lutheran

Christian/Methodist

Cathy

mid-50s

Caucasian

Non-Affiliated

Christian/Catholic

Denise

mid-50s

African-American

Christian/Baptist

Christian/Baptist

Erin

late-40s

Caucasian

Christian/Catholic

Christian/Catholic

Gwen

early-60s

Caucasian

Non-Affiliated

Christian/Catholic

Irina

mid-30s

Central Asian

Islam

Islam/Non-practicing

Janis

mid-50s

Caucasian

Judaism

Catholic

Kelly

late-50s

African-American

Christian/Baptist

Christian/Baptist

Lena

mid-30s

Latina

Christian/Non-Den.

Christian/Catholic

Mary

late-30s

Caucasian

Christian/Catholic

Christian/Eastern Orthodox

Nancy

late-40s

Caucasian

Christian/Catholic

Christian/Non-practicing

Pam

early-60s

Haitian

Christian/Catholic

Christian/Catholic

Robin

early-60s

Caucasian

Christian/Lutheran

Christian/Lutheran

Terry

mid-30s

African-American

Christian/Baptist

Christian/Methodist

Vicky

early-60s

Caucasian

Christian/Methodist

Christian/Methodist
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Table 4
Participants’ Doctoral Program Status (At the time of interviews)
Name

Age

Doctoral Stage

Years in Program

Barb

mid-30s

Stage II

2 years

Cathy

mid-50s

Stage III

8 years

Denise

mid-50s

Stage III

9+ years

Erin

late-40s

Stage II

3 years

Gwen

early-60s

Stage III

5+ years

Irina

mid-30s

Stage III

2+ years

Janis

mid-50s

Stage II

2 years

Kelly

late-50s

Stage III

5+ years

Lena

mid-30s

Stage III

3+ years

Mary

late-30s

Stage II

2 years

Nancy

late-40s

Stage II

2+ years

Pam

early-60s

Stage II

10+ years

Robin

early-60s

Stage I

1+ years

Terry

mid-30s

Stage III

3+ years

Vicky

early-60s

Stage III

4+ years

In the effort to protect participants involved in this study, this proposal and the proper
paperwork was submitted to Northern Illinois University’s institutional review board for
approval. This step was extremely important in case any ethical issues arose at any phase of the
study (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008). As suggested in some studies, transparency was essential in
building relationships between the interviewer and interviewee (Seidman, 1998). With the
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invitation to participate in the study, the purpose of the study was shared with each woman. It
was important to share the intended use of transcripts and recordings. Women were asked in
advance for their consent to be interviewed and additional permission audio record their
interviews. Consent was important to establish before meeting for the first interview. Women at
any time were able to request that the recording device be turned off. Additionally, a pseudonym
was used in transcripts, field notes, and written reports to protect each women’s privacy.
Data Collection
Gathering data from rich narratives and artifacts from women participants was key in this
study. Demographic information was gathered on each participant such as age, work and
education history, religious affiliation, membership in any types of organizations, schedule, and
other pertinent information that assisted in the starting point of the interviews.
The study was structured as a two-part interview process as designed by Seidman (1998).
Although Seidman (1998) recommended three 60-minute interviews, I adapted this interview
approach to two 90-minute interviews. One reason was to make it easier to schedule sequential
interviews with women participants who often have scheduling challenges when balancing work,
family, and school responsibilities. Another reason for allowing interviews to extend to 90
minutes allowed for participants was to have the time to become comfortable with sharing. It
was observed that during the second half of each interview, participants generally became more
willing to open up and share their stories. Interview questions were asked based on research
questions developed for this study (See Appendix B). Each interview was approximately 90
minutes in length. Interviews were audio recorded (with each participant’s permission) for
transcription purposes. Handwritten notes were taken during the interview to record any non-
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verbal communication and note key topics. Written notes also provided a record for any visual
observations made during the interviews that would not be picked up in audio recording
(Creswell, 2002). In his model, Seidman (1998) recommended using a spacing of three days to a
week apart between interviews. For most interviews, a spacing of one or two weeks apart
occurred due to scheduling conflicts. For the purpose of this study and consideration of busy
schedules, flexibility was incorporated to allow for a spacing of one week to 10 days for each
interview per participant. The spacing between interviews allowed time for reflection and
processing of experiences on the part of the participant (Seidman, 1998). Timely spacing was
important to maintain participants’ interest and the close connections needed to complete both
interviews.
With the invitation to participate in the study, women were asked in advance for
permission to be interviewed and additional permission to audio record their stories. This was
important to establish before meeting for the first interview. Because interviewees might be selfconscious in sharing intimate details of their life story, Bogdan and Biklen (2007) and Seidman
(1998) stressed the importance of interviewers taking extra steps to show support and
reassurance. The interview process began with an approach that Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis
(1997) referred to as a “quiet watchfulness–where the portraitist is mostly taking in stimuli and
listening carefully–to the more purposeful activities of initiating relationships with actors,
scheduling interviews, and developing a plan of action” (p. 187). Prior to the first interview, it
was important to establish a good rapport with participants. The purpose of the study and clear
expectations of the interview process were communicated to participants. Interviews were
conducted at a location that was convenient and in familiar surroundings for the participant.
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The first of two interviews engaged the participant in sharing her life history up until the
present. As Nunkoosing (2005) observed with interviewing as a tool for data collection, the
interviewer “colludes with the interviewee to create, to construct, stories” (p. 701). In this case,
each participant reflected and constructed her life stories and experiences before and during the
doctoral journey. Questions during this phase of the interview process were open-ended.
Additional questions were used to clarify or prompt participants to share experiences involving
families, school, friends, and work. This first interview for each participant also focused on the
details involving the participants’ “lived experience” (Seidman, 1998, p. 18) as returning
doctoral students. Some examples of the details that were asked involved relationships with
faculty and peers or the process of starting as a doctoral student. In Seidman’s (1998) model,
asked-for stories or reconstructing a day in which students attended class or handled an
assignment, help to provide social context and greater detail of the student’s experiences.
In the second interview, participants were asked to “reflect on the meaning of their
experiences” (p. 18). Seidman (1998) stressed the importance of the initial two interviews that
will help lead interviewees to this point of sharing in this third interview phase. For example, a
participant was asked: “Drawing from what you previously shared regarding your life before you
were a student and from what you have shared about your life now, how do you understand what
completing your doctoral degree has meant for you?” The second interview was focused on
meaning making (Seidman, 1998); this is where analysis can be drawn to identify experiences
that were important to participants.
Throughout the interview process, some artifacts were collected. During the interview, if
a participant referenced an item that might be considered an artifact, I would inquire further
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regarding that item and if they could show me. Artifacts included personal journals, reading
materials, descriptions or observations of any spiritual practices, and information on what
religious organization or doctrine to which they adhere. Other types of artifacts were related to
the participant’s doctoral journey such as documents, emails, assignments, transcripts, or other
items that related to her progress towards degree completion. Those items were photographed
and documented within the transcripts. Participants were asked to describe their purpose and
meaning.
Data Analysis Procedures
Data analysis was conducted following the recommendations and methods proposed by
Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña, (2014) and Davis and Lawrence-Lightfoot (1997). Miles et al.
(2014) described qualitative data analysis as a process that is holistic, interwoven, and
continuous from the beginning of the study to its completion. Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis
(1997) highlighted the researcher’s work as ongoing, where emerging themes are constantly
identified and analyzed throughout the process of data collection. Data analysis took place
through a process of analyzing significant statements, meanings, and descriptions expressed by
participants and in relation to their own personal narrative of their experiences (Creswell, 2002;
Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997; Miles et al., 2014). Marshall and Rossman (2014)
suggested that data collection and analysis often coincide with one another during qualitative
research. Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) posited: “The interpretive and analytic process
begins immediately and threads its way through data collection until it becomes the central
activity of synthesizing, sorting, and organizing data after the researcher leaves the field” (p.
214).
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A general analysis was made, and reflective notes written in a journal for initial thoughts
following each interview. I personally transcribed each recorded interview fairly quickly in
order to take advantage of not only the recorded words, but also to remember the facial
expressions and body language that was expressed during each interview. These interviews were
transcribed in their naturalized manner in which I captured pauses, speech patterns, and other
nuances in conversation (Oliver, Serovich, & Mason, 2005). Observation notes, artifacts, and
reflective journal notes were organized and prepared for analysis.
The data analysis process included three important activities: data condensation, data
display, and conclusion drawing and verification (Miles et al., 2014). Data condensation
involves “selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting, and/or transforming” all data that is
collected through reflective notes, journals, transcripts from interviews, observation notes, and
artifact descriptions (Miles et al., 2014, loc. 864). This process allowed the researcher to
organize and synthesize the data in order to identify themes and patterns. Lawrence-Lightfoot
and Davis (1997) use five modes of synthesis to determine themes that converge and contrast:
repetitive refrains, resonant metaphors, cultural and institutional rituals, triangulation, and
revealing patterns.
Coding as suggested by Saldaña (2013) was utilized. “Coding is the transitional process
between data collection and more extensive data analysis” (Saldaña, 2013, p. 4). Saldaña (2013)
suggests reviewing manuscripts more than once. Four main types of one-word codes were used:
descriptive, In Vivo, process, and values. A Descriptive code was a word that the researcher
chose to summarize the primary topic in a sentence, paragraph or portion of the manuscript
(Saldaña, 2013). In Vivo codes were used in very much the same ways as descriptive codes
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except this word comes directly from the interviewee and must have quotation marks around it
when used in one of the coding columns (Saldaña, 2013). Process codes were used to identify
activities or processes that were repeatedly mentioned by the interviewee (Saldaña, 2013). In
using values coding, interviewees conveyed a perspective or belief but did not necessarily name
it; therefore, the researcher determined the word based on how the interviewee had defined that
perspective.
Saldaña (2013) explained that researchers should plan on the need to recode and to
recategorize the data. There were occasions when that occurred in order to fine tune the analysis
process. The final code column was built into the manuscripts that allowed the opportunity to
refine and reduce codes that were eventually worked into themes. I used a process of mapping
that presented a visual way to organize data into prominent themes. Each theme was assigned a
code name. A separate book of codes was kept for reference on what codes were used and their
definitions.
The second part of the data analysis activity suggested by Miles et al. (2014) utilized
graphs, charts, and other visuals to display data. These visuals allowed data to be usable and
tightly grouped so that patterns and themes were clearly identified. For my study, I personally
utilized charts for an easy visual reference to participants’ demographic data. All data was saved
electronically, and paper copies were printed and kept in binders for coding. (All documents and
permission forms will be kept in a secure location for two years after the conclusion of the
study.) And finally, the third step of the analysis involved verifying conclusions (Miles et al.,
2014). It was important to show the connections from the data to the final conclusions and how
these conclusions were formed.
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Artifacts were analyzed along with the transcripts. Within the transcripts, the
descriptions and stories behind artifacts were shared. For example, if it was a piece of artwork or
poem, the participant described or shared the meaning and story of why that item had special
meaning. Artifacts served as a visual aid for participants when they described or expressed their
spirituality. The verbal descriptions were coded because they were imbedded within the
transcripts of the interview. I also wrote up reflective notes on each photographed artifact for
further analysis purposes.
To further strengthen my data analysis process, impressionistic recording was utilized.
Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) described Impressionistic Recording as a way to capture
the nuance of perspective and clarify meanings within interviews. Like memoing,
impressionistic recording encourages the researcher to take notes or memos during the interviews
which help discover emerging themes by identifying patterns. This process of recording may
enhance the portraiture captured of each participant and allowed “the subject’s story [to] be told
through an interweaving of first-person narrative in the actual words of the storyteller” (Lynn,
2006). Using this process also helped me identify areas that needed further exploring during the
interview and emerging themes. Impressionistic recording also allowed me to capture my
personal thoughts, feelings, and initial interpretations as I listened to the interviews.
Trustworthiness of the Research
In an effort to maintain the trustworthiness of the findings, measures were taken to cover
four important area while conducting this study. These areas of trustworthiness in qualitative
studies were suggested by various researchers: credibility, dependability, transferability, and
confirmability (Guba, 1981; Shenton, 2004).
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Credibility was established by using research methods that have been peer-reviewed and
successfully utilized within qualitative literature (Shenton, 2004). The utilization and adaption
of Siedman’s (1998) structured interview methods provided a foundational piece in this study for
data collection. It was also important to be familiar with the areas of study not only the doctoral
degree completion process, but also exploring the body of literature dealing with spiritual
development in women. Selection of participants was purposeful, it also had the element of
women on their own initiating interest in participating in answer to a general invitation. The
open invitation to participate to women doctoral students provided a diverse sample of different
backgrounds. Triangulation was utilized to help in credibility in data collection in utilizing
interviews, artifacts, and reflective notes. The structure of this study also lent itself to the
dependability of the methods to which were used. All steps were carefully planned,
implemented, and documented so that if needed, further research might repeat this investigation
of spirituality within the context of doctoral student experiences.
During data analysis, steps were taken to insure transferability. Shenton (2004)
recommended insuring that data will be applicable to general context, situations, and population
within the area of study. While my sample was comprised of fifteen women and their personal
experiences within the doctoral journey and their own spiritual development, findings were
applicable to a broader discussion of topics and groups of people.
Finally, my background experience and training in spiritual development assisted my role
as an investigator within this study to further understand spiritual development in women. My
experience and knowledge of this area was very instrumental; however, conscious steps were
taken to accurately transcribe transcripts and objectively analyze data that was collected. This
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conscious effort was necessary to provide confirmability to this particular study. Where bias
might play a factor, those areas have been noted and discussed in this study.
The Researcher
As an educator, I have always been drawn to the importance of student progress and
student success. As a student, I have had the opportunity to reflect and learn from my own
progress especially from secondary to post-secondary and onward towards advanced degrees.
My own progress and journey through the doctoral program afforded me many opportunities to
reflect as a student and as an educator on the challenges and successes of those, who like me,
embarked on such a journey. My selection of woman participants was to further understand the
stories of women. Within my profession, I work with women of all ages and season of life and
so the opportunity to study women within the context of a doctoral journey was intriguing. The
doctoral journey can be a personal one that requires students, women, to draw from so many
areas of academic ability, professional experience, and personal attributes. Since in my
profession I teach spirituality and faith in adult education, I hoped to learn more about how
women develop spiritually in all seasons and especially in the season of pursuing academic and
professional goals by achieving doctoral status.
The additional role that researchers have often influences qualitative research. Having
experienced the role of a woman doctoral student, it was important to allow the experiences of
the women speak for themselves and not to impose my own personal perception upon theirs.
Additionally, Wolff (2002) best described a part of the researcher that is often overlooked: “For
the researcher, the lived experience is the process of phenomenological procedure itself” (p.
117). My experiences in conducting this study played a part in how data was synthesized and
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reported. At the time of writing this study, I currently work as a full-time ministry director at a
Lutheran church. I have worked with children’s, women’s, and adult ministries for 19 years.
Within my umbrella of responsibilities, I coordinated and facilitated women’s ministry and other
adult Christian education opportunities. I developed biblical studies, spiritual growth
assessments and resource tools, small group studies, and other mentoring/supportive
opportunities. While my role was not a pastoral role, I provided support through building
relationships by listening to concerns, sharing encouragement, offering guidance, and directing
those in need to counseling and other professional supportive services.
My educational background and training have mostly been in the area of education.
When my profession changed from elementary education to full-time church work, I began to
work more closely with all ages in the area of spiritual development and religious education.
During that time, I completed my master’s in human services/family life education. This
advanced degree furthered my knowledge in child and adult life stage development and spiritual
development, especially within life stages and transitions in how these areas directly affect
family interactions, communications, and dynamics. My research focus during this time was on
spiritual development during various life stages especially parental influences on children’s
spirituality.
Personally, I have always been a woman who holds spirituality and my faith in God with
high importance. My spirituality is fairly integrated in various areas of my life. I am a
Caucasian woman of European descent with family history that extends to the first colonists in
the United States. Religion was not always at the center of my family origin. I was christened
Catholic as an infant, but my family rarely attended church. After my parents’ divorce when I
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was young, my mother was invited to attend a non-denominational church where we attended for
several years. As I grew up, my faith became an integral part of my life. In high school, my
mother and I switched churches and became Lutheran. As I continued into adulthood, I
remained affiliated with the Lutheran church. I currently serve and worship at a Lutheran church
with my family.
For this research study, my role was a dual role of both insider and an outsider in relation
to the participants. An insider role is one where the researcher might have common experiences
of that of the participants (Dyer and Buckle, 2009). I was considered an insider because I was a
woman student pursuing my own doctoral degree. I also would describe myself as very spiritual
minded person. I have integrated many of spiritual practices in my own life’s journey. It was for
these two reasons in which I was motivated to hear other women’s stories how their spirituality
might have played a role in their pursuit of their doctoral degrees. While asking women what
challenges they faced, I have experienced my own and related to what they shared in various
degrees. I would also be considered an outsider because I did not share the exact same
experiences as each participant nor was I a student at the same school or program. It should be
noted that based on my experiences working in ministry with women and spiritual education, I
approached this study with a certain amount of bias that I might assume that spirituality played
some sort of role within their educational experiences. The desire to understand more about
women’s spirituality especially in the context of their educational pursuits has been the catalyst
and motivation in this study to explore and know more of how spirituality plays such a role.
While the researcher experienced a positive reception by participants because both could
relate to being on a doctoral journey, any concerns regarding objectiveness of the data collected
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and analyzed would be understandable (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). Where appropriate, I was
transparent as the interviewer. I shared that I am a doctoral student and was currently working
through the dissertation process myself. This established some commonality in which to begin
to build a relationship with each participant in the course of the interviews. It was important to
communicate any bias I might have as the researcher to allow for transparency of my own
personal viewpoints and experiences that may influence the interpretation of the data (Creswell,
2003). Interestingly, women participants were interested in hearing my doctoral journey and my
story. Questions tended to be about my progress in the program and my experiences in the
dissertation process. I was very careful to share appropriately after completion of the second
interview so as to not influence the data collection during the interview.
It was difficult not to approach this study without bias. My spirituality, which is based on
the Christian faith, encourages followers to utilize their spirituality in their daily walk such as
interactions and task. In my conversations in working with women who practice the Christian
faith and other spiritual beliefs, I have heard stories where spirituality was beneficial to cope
with challenging times. These challenging times were often related to women’s health,
relationships, career, or decision-making. It was from these conversations that I have drawn
inspiration to explore where else spirituality might have a role in a woman’s life. It is my goal to
approach this study open-minded. I enjoyed hearing stories from participants with varied beliefs
or faiths whether they acknowledged a higher-being, enlightenment from nature, or spirituality
they find within their own soul. The role I took as a researcher was similar to that of an explorer
to discover how spirituality played a role in the context of the progress of degree completion, if it
played a role at all.
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As with anyone who listens and learns from stories, it is inevitable that as we receive
those experiences we might relate them to our own. In this study, I listened to stories of
women’s doctoral journeys and spiritual perspectives while I, too, was on a similar journey.
Being cognizant of this, I took deliberate steps to ensure that my own experiences and feelings
would not be projected onto the participants’ experiences and meaning-making of their journeys
and spirituality. Using the conceptual framework and the participants’ experiences, I worked to
keep my data collection as true to their words and meanings as possible. The participants were
fully aware that I was a doctoral student like them. At times in the interview, they would ask
about my experience and my spiritual perspectives. In these moments, I indicated that I would
be willing to answer those questions at the close of the second interview when I had completed
my data collection from them. I was careful not to allow my experiences, perspectives, etc. to
influence how they might answer my questions. In data analysis, I kept their own spiritual
definition as a type of anchor by which to clearly understand the meanings and experiences they
had within their doctoral journey as to best understand how spirituality played a role for them.

CHAPTER FOUR
PARTICIPANTS’ PORTRAITS
Overview
In this chapter, I will share a portrait of each participant that illustrates her background,
spirituality, and doctoral journey. Women’s stories of their journey helped to clarify the context
in which their definition of spirituality was developed and the ways in which spirituality was
been integrated into each of their lives.
Fifteen women were interviewed for this study. Various questions were used to see
where spirituality might play a role in various areas of their lives such as their family of origin
and growing up to their current family life as adults. Questions were asked to get information
about their academic pursuits, career paths and professions, and finally to the doctoral journey
that they were on.
Barb
Barb had been in the doctoral program at a large midwestern university for over a year
and a half. She started as a student at large taking one class at a time. Many of the classes that
Barb had taken since starting had been hybrid type classes where most of the instruction and
work had been conducted online. She shared that she liked these types of classes because they
were convenient and worked with her lifestyle as a working mom who was married with two
young children.
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Barb was Caucasian and in her mid-thirties. Throughout the interview, Barb described
herself as self-motivated and a problem-solver; a scientific-minded person who could be quite
analytical in her thinking. As she shared her story, she talked about growing up in the outer
suburbs of a large midwestern city. Her parents both worked full-time and their hard work,
especially that of her father, had a large impact upon her approach to accomplishing the goals
she set before her.
After high school, the natural next step for Barb was to attend college. She shared that
for her and her older sister, “It was always drilled into me that you are going to get a college
degree.” She embraced the college experience with determination and even decided that she
would attend a college several hours away from her home. To her surprise after the first
semester, the distance combined with an isolated college environment proved to be a greater
challenge for her personally than she had considered. She then returned home and worked parttime jobs. Her mother, a primary influential person in her life, “pushed” her to find a college
where she could continue and get a bachelors’ degree. Barb found a school closer to home and
majored in nursing.
Barb had been a nurse for over fifteen years. She was a bedside nurse for twelve of those
years and stepped into teaching after experiencing “burnout.” At the time of this interview, she
taught part-time as an adjunct nursing instructor. This shift in profession coincided with
becoming a mother. Barb shared that she loved participating in the lives of her children. From
volunteering at their school to doing projects around the home, Barb shared that she enjoyed
being available for her family.
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Spirituality
Barb grew up in a Methodist church and attended services regularly until middle school.
She shared that as she became heavily involved with sports such as swimming, meets and events
“took over” the weekend. For Barb, confirmation was an important practice in her church.
Confirmation was a type of rite of passage where youth confirm their faith in God and in that
particular’s church’s doctrine. She explained that the expectation at her church was that youth
attend church and Sunday school every Sunday morning and then return later that day at 5 pm
for formal instruction pertaining to Confirmation. Barb shared how this was a turning point in
her family’s participation:
One big thing is that we went to a huge church. And you had to go every Sunday. Well,
at least two Sundays a month, I had swim meets. So, they did not—You had to go every
Sunday. At that point, that is when we stopped going….We couldn’t do it. It was kind of
like we just took a step back.
It was at that point they just quit going. I asked Barb if religion or spirituality was ever practiced
or discussed in her home growing up. She shared that her parents never really talked about it.
They never prayed before meals or did much, especially when she became a teenager and they
had quit attending church.
Barb and her family currently attend a Lutheran church in her community. Her
attendance and participation had grown out of the fact that her children attend the church’s
school. Church attendance was encouraged by her children’s school, and so, Barb and her
husband try to attend church every Sunday. Barb talked about the ways that she volunteered
with their church. Although the volunteer roles were small, she enjoyed being a helper for
Children’s church and signing up for tasks such as providing meals for Meals on Wheels. When
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asked about what she enjoyed about the worship services each Sunday, she was very enthusiastic
in sharing about the Pastor’s sermons. “He always has something you can relate to. You can go
home and talk about, something that hits home.”
Barb shared that she related her personal spirituality with belief in a higher being. She
shared that she still felt “conflicted” in her belief of a higher being.
I really would like to believe that there is this higher being. Um, but I don’t have any
proof. And that’s where I think I have that conflict. There is not proof. I know it’s there,
but I think you almost have to keep believing, you know, that there is something out
there.
Barb talked about how she and her husband felt it was important talk about God and faith with
their children. As the children both attend a religious school, they often come home with stories
about what they are learning and even questions. Barb shared that often they will share some
part of a bible story, “We were in the car actually and he was talking about someone and their
brothers. So, Noah had three brothers and something like that. Ah, we didn’t know.”
Doctoral Journey
Barb shared that she stepped into the doctoral program at the encouragement of some of
her co-workers who were considering enrolling. She laughed as she recollected, “I’m the only
one still doing it. They all dropped out. One never took a class. One only took a class. And
now I am the only one that’s still doing it.” Barb decided to continue with the program because
she felt having the degree would perhaps help her become more marketable, allowing her more
options professionally. She did confess that the “driving force” for her on a personal level was
that she could say that she had a doctorate where so many in her profession might not. She
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acknowledged it was debatable if she would really see the full benefits of having one, but simply
countered her admission with the idea that “learning never ends.”
As Barb was not far along on her doctoral journey compared to the other women
participants in this study, she already had identified several challenges in taking classes. As
mentioned earlier, Barb appreciated the option of hybrid classes that allowed her the flexibility
of being home. However, she said she struggled with the lack of feedback among some of her
instructors. At one point, she mused whether her papers were even read where there were no
comments written. She talked about struggling with APA and learning how to cite her references
among some of the instruction where she felt she could use help.
Finding faculty to serve on her dissertation committee had been one of Barb’s recent
challenges: “No one returns your emails.” She also shared that some faculty were not interested
in taking on another nursing student, citing that they had too many already. “I don’t need anyone
to hold my hand. But I need direction,” she shared. Barb went on to talk about the areas where
she felt she could use guidance such as understanding the dissertation process and what the next
steps are for her to follow. At times the process had felt like a “free for all,” as Barb commented
at “un-organization” and “not knowing” in navigating through the program.
For Barb, the completion of her doctoral degree would be celebrated with her family. As
she was early in her doctoral journey, her hope would be that this degree would open the door for
more teaching opportunities. “It would be awesome to teach full-time at a large university,” she
said as she mused about the future. Barb believed that there were definitely “more avenues” out
there to explore.
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Cathy
Cathy, a Caucasian woman who was in her mid-fifties, was a doctoral candidate. She had
been in her current program of study for eight years and was currently working on the final
chapters of her dissertation. Her current profession was working with literacy students in a
suburban community college. She lives with her husband in the suburbs of a large midwestern
city. They have four adult children and grandchildren.
Originally, Cathy worked in international business doing marketing type research for the
company at which she was employed. Through some transitional life events, Cathy found
herself presented with an opportunity to teach literacy in a community college setting to students
who were bilingual. She soon found herself teaching at the community college level as a parttime adjunct professor and then working part time as a graduate assistant at a local university.
Desiring to position herself for a full-time teaching position, Cathy decided to pursue a doctoral
degree in Adult Education.
More than halfway through her doctoral journey, she was offered a full-time position at
the community college where she was teaching. The requirements for tenure led her to shift her
focus from obtaining the doctoral degree, to work performance and project development types of
work. It was at that time that Cathy indicated she felt she had to step back from her doctoral
work to secure her tenure with her current job. After her tenure was secured, Cathy returned her
focus back to her dissertation, determined to work towards completion of her degree. Cathy
grew up in the same area in which she currently lives with both her parents and two siblings.
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Spirituality
Cathy attended religious schools growing up and even graduating from an all-girls
college preparatory school. Her family belonged to the neighborhood Catholic church and was
part of a tight-knit church community. For Cathy, being Catholic was very much part of her
family’s history and culture. It really was the world in which she lived, as she commented about
not really being aware of issues and differences outside of her community. “It was all that I
knew,” she remarked.
As Cathy became a teenager, she was influenced by an inner desire to understand the
world around her. She began to question the life in which she lived that was influenced by
Catholicism and the culture of that community. Cathy reflected that she did not grow up in a
diverse environment. “We didn’t think to question. I didn’t know non-Christian people.” She
felt that questioning the way things were and the differences around them was not encouraged.
Influenced by her need to seek a different path and explore life in the real world, Cathy chose to
go to a large public university for her undergraduate studies in business. Cathy enjoyed the
diversity she experienced on campus. With these new experiences, she was impacted in a way to
consider the religious differences around her: “It certainly changed my perspective on things. I
was still really involved in college. It changed the entire idea of spirituality for me… During
college, spirituality took a nose dive.”
Today, Cathy is non-practicing when it comes to religion. This struggle with religion
influenced Cathy’s definition of spirituality.
I probably would not necessarily define spirituality as someone who is particularly
religious…. I think being spiritual means being able to consider what is happening. What
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is right. How to interact with others and what that means.... How you are affecting
others. And how you can be better.
Cathy shared how she might view spirituality in her own personal life. For her it is about “Going
inside, thinking, and then going outside and doing based on what you’re thinking.” In dialogue
she shared about how much she tends to reflect. For Cathy, this reflective thinking might be
considered a type of spiritual practice. She shared, “I think being spiritual connects with being
reflective about what you’re doing.” Cathy shared that she tends to think about her work as an
educator.
Doctoral Journey
For Cathy, when the decision came to her, it felt like “the next step.” Cathy attributes her
ease of making the decision as having access to supportive co-workers and experiences in
volunteer teaching opportunities that helped determine this would be a natural step on her career
path. She reflected, “It seemed at that point that was kind of the direction that I was heading. I
think, I don’t know, it probably would have been a harder decision to make. I think I would not
have.” After retracing her career and educational steps, Cathy concluded, “It seemed like this
job. It just kind of, it was like a flow.”
Cathy’s recent challenges have been related to her dissertation. Each phase of the
dissertation process brings with it its own set of challenges. She shared the challenges of
gathering research from participants of her study. At the time of her interview, she was most
concerned about finding time to write the final chapters of her study.
Cathy shared that she is eager to complete her dissertation and “close the door” on this
stage of her life, this journey. She stated that she was “ready to stop paying them money.”
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Cathy anticipated walking at her graduation ceremony with her family there to watch her. As we
talked about the doctoral journey, she reflected on the doctoral journey as a whole. “The fact
that you’ve gone through it means something. Not just saying you have a doctorate… means
something.”
Denise
Denise is African-American and in her mid-fifties. Currently, she is a doctoral candidate
studying Adult Education at a large midwestern university. Denise took early retirement from
her work in higher education and is now focused on parenting and completing her dissertation.
Raised in a military family, Denise and her two siblings grew up in military housing
communities and attended the schools there. Both her parents were in the military. Denise grew
accustomed to moving and living abroad. She remarked that she was surprised that she has lived
the longest where she lives now. “I can’t stay in one place… I get bored. Do something else.
Do something different… I’m wired like that.” Denise talked about the tight-knit community in
which she lived. She also talked about the culture of that community: “It’s a whole ‘nother
culture, cavalry, legal, you know, you’re short, you’re here. Civilians wouldn’t know. However,
the military in and of itself, they support. It’s a very, kind of a close, because they understand to
each other.”
When Denise was a teenager, her parents divorced. She and her siblings remained with
her mother, who moved to be closer to her family. Denise attended public high school, which
was a time of adjustment from leaving the military community in which she had grown up.
Denise looked forward to college and the change of setting it would provide. Initially, she
started as an accounting major, but quickly realized this was not an area she cared to work in.
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Eventually, she decided to pursue psychology in working with students. This led her into
working within student affairs in higher education and pursuing a master’s degree in counseling.
Much of Denise’s career has been working with minority students in student affairs until her
recent retirement.
Denise currently lives with her teenage son. Her adult daughter and grandchildren live
out-of-state. Denise is highly active in her son’s life. She shared her concerns about raising a
“young black male” in these current times. Her guidance and direction have been important in
helping her son plan to graduate high school and continue on to college. In fact, Denise
volunteers in the college ministry at her church. This ministry provides guidance for young
people to pursue college, helping them select and apply for various colleges, especially those
which largely represent minority students.
Spirituality
Denise did not speak much to her religious background growing up. She talked about
attending church at the military chapel on Sundays with her family. Her spiritual practice had
become more active as an adult where now she attends church every Sunday with her son. Her
religious background has always been Protestant. The church she attends today is Protestant and
is affiliated with the United Church of Christ. She talked about the focus of her congregation in
their teachings called “liberation theology.” Denise shared that liberation theology focuses on
freedom from oppression such as social, economic, and political as a way of thinking about
salvation. She shared,
I like this theology! I didn’t know this theology existed? This God has this for me? It’s
been a life journey to reconcile the two. But, also, I wanted to make sure that my kids
had this form of theology, this interpretation of their God. Um, so they would not have
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these restrictions on them… I want them to have one that is liberating. One that is in line
with my interpretation and my new perspective of God and Christ. That’s why he came.
He came to, uh, you know, set the captives free… And so that’s what I ascribe to and
that’s what I, ah, embrace. That’s why I want to raise my children in the church where
that is the doctrine that’s going to give them more opportunities in life.
This type of teaching resonated with Denise and she felt it was a type of spirituality that she
could pass along to her children.
Denise shared her definition of spirituality which was focused on separating her
relationship with a higher being, God, and that was considered man-made. She believed that
religion was man-made and spirituality and “submitting” to a higher being should be separated
from that. For her, religion always represented rules and restrictions. When asked about what
submission in her relationship with God looked like, she described the concept:
It is acknowledgement of something greater. Something much bigger than you that has
control of the universe, if you will. An acknowledgment and a a submission to it. Help
you find God; help you do.
Here God in this relationship was her support and guide. In her theology, she viewed following
God as freeing, but relying on religion to be restrictive.
Attending worship service regularly is an important part of religious practice for Denise.
Her two main draws to worship are the teaching, but also, connection with her “faith
community.” Denise indicated that fellowship with other members at her church was extremely
important. She also discussed how she volunteered with the youth in her congregation as a way
of spiritual practice. She believes that the relational connections and encouragement that was
fostered in those relationships was very important.
Another way in which Denise practices her spirituality is praying and reading scripture.
From the examples which Denise shared, it was evident that prayer was utilized in all aspects of
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her daily life. One example Denise talked about was praying for her condo and selling off her
house. For the decisions she needed to make, Denise used prayer and scripture to seek guidance
from God.
Doctoral Journey
Denise had always worked in the area of higher education with students. She shared that
her passion was with minority students and educators. For a number of years, she worked with
the Association of Black Educators, participating on committees and at events. Denise shared
that after working with other women who were educators, some at universities, and some who
had doctorates, it kind of “sparked an interest” in her. She said, “I wanted to go ahead and do
this. And that is how I was kind of pulled in.” Her original goal had been to pursue either a new
career in adult education or even career advancement. She shared that working in an
international setting interested her. Since her recent retirement, Denise had shifted her thinking:
“You have to finish what you start…. The next generation picks up after the last generation left
off.”
At the time of this interview, Denise was six years into her doctoral journey. She had
finished her candidacy exam and was working on her proposal. Denise shared that over the
course of her doctoral journey, the “craziness” of her personal life often made it difficult for her
to focus on her doctorate, especially now as she works to complete her dissertation proposal.
Some of the challenges that she mentioned were lack of feedback from her dissertation chairs.
Denise shared that she is currently on her third dissertation chair. Her desire for more support
and direction has been expressed, along with a plea for guidance in constructing and writing her
dissertation. She stated that she had all the components, but needed help putting them together.
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Denise shared that she had tried to walk away at one point, ready to give up. “Somebody
brought me back into it. I just want to finish the damn thing…. And that’s unfortunate, because
to me it kind of minimizes the value of the paper.” Denise is uncertain of her next steps after she
completes her dissertation. She indicated that her focus has been on the process of “getting it
done.”
Erin
Erin is a Caucasian doctoral student in her late forties. She is currently a full-time high
school art teacher who is married and has two elementary-aged children. Erin shared that she
will be the first generation in her family to receive a doctorate.
As a young girl, Erin wanted to be an artist. In high school, she was fortunate to have an
“absolutely wonderful” art teacher who inspired her to pursue art as a profession. Art was also
an outlet for Erin. As a young girl living in a difficult home environment and struggling to fit in
in school, art allowed Erin to express all of the feelings that she struggled with internally. “It
saved my life. That is why I am so unbelievably supportive and passionate with my students… I
empathize.”
Erin grew up with her mother, brother, and stepfather. Her biological father remarried,
which made her part of another step-family. She attended Catholic school growing up. Her
mother had been raised a “staunch” Catholic and so, like generations before her, Erin was raised
in the Catholic tradition. Erin shared that her questioning nature did not always fit well in her
religious environment. High school was not an “enjoyable” experience for Erin.
When Erin went to college for her undergraduate, she appreciated the diverse student
community. She mused that was probably the reason why she didn’t want to go home, and
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stayed for a second major. Upon graduating, Erin found there were no open art teaching jobs.
For the next couple of years, she worked part-time and focused on her studio art until a teaching
job opened up.
After finding a full-time teaching job, getting married, and dealing with some health
issues. Erin was not able to continue on with her master’s. The timing was not right. It wasn’t
until several years later when she noticed the department in which she worked was losing people
due to budget cuts. It was at that time that Erin decided to go into Educational Administration.
Nearing the completion of that particular degree, she realized that this was not the direction in
which she wanted to go. Through a lot of prayer and discussion with her husband and coworkers, Erin decided to continue working in the area in which she had a passion. It was then
that she started her doctorate in art education.
Spirituality
Erin reflected that her spirituality had evolved since her childhood. Before, she would
have identified her spirituality as being Catholic and associated with religion. However, life
experience has changed and shaped her definition. She also believed that the people she has
met—for example, her husband, and colleagues who are art educators—have played an
influential role in her view. “Spirituality is bigger. It’s a much bigger, deeper, broader
definition. Religion is just the package that’s being presented. The common thread is a belief
and respect in a higher power.” Erin shared that her spirituality combines Catholicism and
feminism. “Honoring the goddess.” She explained that she believed God to be sexless and she
also embraced the story of Jesus believing there was something to the “mystery” of his life.
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Spirituality plays a daily role for Erin. “It is a living part of me, present in the things I
think and reflect.” Establishing a spiritual foundation for her children is important for Erin and
her husband. They chose Catholicism as a way to help form that foundation for their children.
As parents, attending church and praying together at mealtimes are ways which Erin stated they
help encourage their children spiritually. Personally, Erin spends time in prayer and reflection.
She shared that she tends to “pray big,” because her thoughts are always “complex” and focused
on “big things.”
Another type of spiritual practice for Erin is through her art. She uses art as a way to
express her thoughts and work through her struggles. She uses a variety of mediums such as
different types of painting and sculpting. Some of her artwork is displayed around her house.
Other pieces of artwork are not, due to their subject matter. Erin shared that someday when her
children are older and able to understand, she will share those pieces of art and the stories behind
them.
Doctoral Journey
Erin’s love for teaching has been her main motivation for pursuing a doctoral degree in
art education. She had to take a slower pace with her classes due to working full-time and family
responsibilities. This has been one of her challenges of balancing being a wife, a mother, and a
student. Erin shared that household duties that don’t get done become a distraction for her. She
shared a turning point of when everything felt overwhelming. She had a family meeting with her
husband and children about needing their support and help around the house while she was doing
her schooling.
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Other challenges that Erin has worked through have been her self-doubt and confidence.
Making the decision to pursue her doctorate was an emotional one. She shared, “I think that was
my biggest fear. Um, just going through those questions, ‘I’m not good enough.’ ‘I can’t do
this.’ ‘I can’t.’” Erin credited her colleagues with helping to encourage her through the process.
Her husband was a big support as well. Praying and seeking guidance was an additional way
that helped Erin over the hurdle of developing confidence in her skills and abilities during the
doctoral journey.
Erin shared that she has enjoyed the research process much more than she anticipated she
would. Her hope is to someday continue her research and publish. Erin has been encouraged by
her progress. She looks forward to celebrating with her family when she is done. Her future
professional goal is to get a job at the college level to teach art.
Gwen
Gwen is a doctoral candidate who is currently working on her dissertation proposal. She
is a Caucasian woman who is in her early sixties. Once a middle and elementary school teacher
for many years, Gwen now works to train pre-professional educators in linguistics. Gwen lives
with her husband and has two grown children and grandchildren.
Gwen grew up in a diverse community within a large urban area. Her extended family
lived within her particular neighborhood. The Catholic church also provided a way for her
family and neighbors to connect with one another, thus creating a tight-knit feel among them.
This was beneficial for Gwen since she was an only child. She had close relationships with her
cousins, aunts, and uncles.
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Right before Gwen went to high school, the city wanted to redevelop the area. Many
families, including Gwen’s, were displaced. Gwen’s immediate family ended up moving to one
of the suburbs that was closer to the city limits. The change in school was a time for adjustment
for Gwen. Her new high school was a large public high school. Gwen worked hard and became
involved in several extra-curricular activities during her high school years.
Gwen shared that she had always wanted to be a teacher since she was little. She
attended a university in the city where she could commute to save money. Her first teaching
position was in elementary education and eventually she taught middle school, too. When Gwen
became a mother, she stepped away from teaching. After several years, Gwen returned to
teaching. She found a position as a reading specialist. This new focus on teaching motivated
Gwen to pursue a master’s in that field. After retiring from teaching children, Gwen took a
position as an instructor for pre-professional educators.
Spirituality
Gwen was raised in the Catholic religion. She described it as a very structured religious
environment. She came from a close-knit family where Catholicism had been practiced for
generations. She attended Catholic school until her parents moved shortly before starting high
school. Her family followed the religious traditions of celebrating milestones such as first
communion and confirmation. They practiced confession and fasting for Lent. Religion for
Gwen’s family mostly took place at church and in recognition of sacred holidays. She her family
rarely discussed religion in the home.
At the time of Gwen’s first marriage, she converted to Judaism. Her parents were
indifferent to her conversion. Gwen observed Jewish traditions and practice with her husband
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and their daughter. When Gwen remarried, her husband was Protestant Christian. He and Gwen
did not attend church together as a family. Both, for different personal reasons, felt they were
not drawn to attend church. Gwen shared that in recent years she will occasionally attend church
for family or friend type of events such as weddings. At the time of this interview, Gwen shared
that she really doesn’t affiliate with any one religion. She said she preferred not to be “labeled.”
Gwen shared that in growing up she had so many questions about her religion. She
indicated that she did not always understand the “why” behind certain practices. She shared that
at times she was troubled by some of the teachings of the church. Gwen found that she felt
challenged by the “one size fits all” approach that she felt some churches seemed to
communicate.
Gwen’s definition of spirituality has evolved to be separate from any type of religious
practice. She posted, “I can be spiritual without practicing religion.” Gwen described her
personal spirituality as,
Just having a sense of otherness, something other than yourself. It can be formally or
informally… A belief system that you will love your neighbor as yourself. Try to see the
good in all people.
Gwen shared that her spirituality is very personal to her. “I can be spiritual everywhere.”
Spirituality also helps Gwen “grapple with the things [she has] done.” It helps her to be a
better person. Helping others was modeled to Gwen by her parents: “My parents were
extraordinary people. They really led lives of service within the church and community.” Gwen
then connected this influence in her life today: “This is how I show people I care. Being kind.”
For Gwen, not just the action of helping others, but how others should be treated was important,
too.
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In her praying, which is very informal and “meditative,” she tends to pray “whenever”
she is moved to do so. Gwen explained that she will reflect or meditate on choices she has made
and directions that she has gone in. Gwen said that she often will pray for others more than
praying for herself. She doesn’t attend church, but sometimes will go “somewhere” when she
feels moved to do so. Gwen shared that she “wants spiritual practice to come out of something I
want to do, not something I have to do.”
Doctoral Journey
Gwen shared that her motivation for pursuing a doctorate was a personal goal. By
teaching in a university, she was provided the opportunity to enter their doctoral program in adult
education. Gwen shared that she really enjoyed taking classes. The structure and the
accountability made the first part of her journey seem much easier than the dissertation process.
Gwen speculated that because her current job is not dependent upon having a doctorate, “the
pressure isn’t there.”
Some of the challenges that Gwen has encountered during the dissertation process have
been the lack of structure in her work and feeling isolated. Gwen indicated that she even
considered taking additional courses so that she would have peers and faculty with whom to
interact and then, perhaps, that would help her become more accountable. Gwen shared that she
has a great working relationship with her dissertation chair, but often feels guilty that she has not
progressed as far as she desires.
Another challenge Gwen feels she encounters is her need for perfection. At the time of
this interview, she indicated that she has delayed turning in her proposal. “It’s there. But I am
constantly tweaking it and making changes….I just need to turn it in,” she said. Gwen also
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shared that she finds she gets distracted easily. For example, she will feel the need to clean the
house or tidy her office so that she has a conducive environment in which to work. “I need to
make [the proposal] a priority,” Gwen admitted.
Irina
Irina is an international doctoral student from Central Asia. She is in her mid-thirties
and attending a public university in the Midwest. In her home country, Irina taught English and
worked in university administration. She now lives in the United States with her husband and
four children while she pursues a doctoral degree.
Irina described herself as “goal-oriented” and a “learned person.” Since she was a young
girl, she had an insatiable appetite for reading. She shared that she would at times get in trouble
with her mother for reading so much. She shared how she would “hide” and read:
Sometimes, I was reading a lot. My mom said, “Why are you reading at night?” She
turned off the light. And then after that, I turned it on. With the flashlight, I read the
books. My mom wanted me to do knitting and embroidering. Like traditional. She need
to teach me those skills. But I rather read all these books….Sometimes, I was hiding and
doing.
Irina loved learning and was very ambitious in her educational goals early on.
The government, which was communist during her childhood, was secular and
discouraged Islamic practice and traditions. Education for both genders was encouraged in
Irina’s country. Women held many different career roles because of the influence of communist
rule. This was very influential for Irina, who had more educational opportunities than Muslim
women of other countries. It was at the end of her high school education that her country
changed from communist rule to a democratic government.
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After high school, Irina continued her education at the university. She had a love for
learning different languages. She worked on learning English now that her country was no
longer communist. While Irina was working on her undergraduate degree in foreign languages,
she was encouraged by her parents that it was time for her to marry. She married a man that she
had known from high school, who had educational goals the same as Irina. Early in their
marriage, they traveled to the United States for her husband to get his master’s. Irina decided to
pursue her master’s at that time as well. When she returned home, her study of English helped
her in working at the university.
After working for some time, Irina decided that she would pursue a doctorate at the
university in her country. Unfortunately, with the change in governments, the higher education
system was going through transition, too. Many obstacles prevented Irina from completing the
last stages of her dissertation. Irina then decided that she would return to the United States to
work on her doctorate.
Spirituality
Growing up, Irina and her family did not practice Islam. The country was an atheist
country because of a communist secular ruler. The Islamic tradition among the people who lived
there had gone back for generations. Irina’s family still observed some of the Islamic cultural
traditions, but like all people during that time period, it was done quietly.
When Irina was in her late teens, the country was opened up to religious practice because
of governmental change. Irina was free to explore Islam. She started to learn Arabic and read
the Quran. She shared, though, she was liberal in her views and not traditional because of her
upbringing. When Irina married, she married into a more traditional family. She respected the
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conservative traditions of her in-laws by covering her head and mouth when in their presence.
Irina shared that she and her husband shared similar views on Islam, which was mostly
influenced by government rule in their childhood and traveling internationally.
For Irina, spirituality is a “complex term.” In her view, there is a relationship between
spirituality and religion. “I consider myself a liberal, but at the same time a religious person. I
try to balance.” Irina believed that spirituality involves human characteristics and “striving” to
become better in how one might not only be a better human but interact with others as well.
Spiritually everyone has, like, good and bad characteristics. And when you have your
spirituality to try to work on your own negative side and be better than you were… to
help people around you as well as to help yourself.
Irina sees that spirituality is everywhere and every experience helps one with becoming a better
human.
Irina’s spiritual practice is connected with her religious practice. She shared that she
prays every morning, but not five times a day. She described how she prays:
For example, when I am praying…I pray every morning. It’s the whole of my life. This
helps me…. In Islam, there is a certain way you need to recite from the Quran… that’s
the main part I do, as I should…I cover myself and it’s usually early in the morning. It’s
so quiet…. You cannot talk aloud. Whispering. And you are telling. You ask for help,
for support… You thank Allah.
Irina indicated that she also likes to meditate and do yoga.
Irina does not attend worship regularly at the mosque. She shared that she will “go
sometimes.” She added that she likes to be “cautious” about attending mosque with her children.
She does not want to experience what she referred to as “radical Islamism,” as in some cases she
has experienced it in her culture. Irina again shared here that she and her family are “liberal” in
their practice.
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Ramadan is a high religious time of observance for Irina and her family. She is often
back home for that time with family. It involves fasting and reading the Quran. She admitted
that she often feels guilty that she should do more but hopes to increase her spiritual practice
once she is done with her doctorate.
Doctoral Journey
At the time of our interview, Irina was in her third year of the program. She is studying
higher education and just about done with her courses. She is eager to begin her work on her
doctorate. Time and finances are big concerns for Irina and so she has set an ambitious time line
to finish. She desires to push herself to finish as quickly before she needs to return to her
country.
Irina shared that she has grown through several challenges she has encountered on her
doctoral journey. Navigating the culture of a different country has been the biggest challenge.
She shared that there have been times where she has felt some types of racial discrimination
within the community and among some of her educational experiences. Much of it, she shared,
have been “cultural differences.” She talked about one professor in particular who was difficult.
After a misunderstanding, she felt uncomfortable sitting in the classroom for the rest of the
semester. She shared her thoughts on the experience.
Because this is just his personality. He didn’t seem to like international peoples. This
was related to 911 or something? He just—I felt he didn’t like any internationals.
Imagine how I felt the whole semester… I forced myself to go to his class because I
knew if I don’t come, he reduce [my grade] again... It was stress for me.
Even within the higher education system, the expectations and the way in which professors and
students interact with each other has been a learning experience for her.
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Another challenge for Irina has been her personal responsibilities with family and time
management. Irina commented about how if she goes and does things with her family, she will
often feel guilty that she is not writing. She stated that she often feels she sacrifices her social
time. She lamented missing doing social types of activities: “You cut off your entertainment.”
She often will go to the library or try to find quiet places to work, especially when her family has
been home. For Irina, she has been working to balance time needed with family and her time
needed for writing.
Irina is eager to complete her doctoral journey. She has been very focused and driven
toward her goals. One concern that Irina has is whether her doctorate will be recognized in her
home country. Having a doctorate will allow her to teach and do research. If her degree is not
acknowledged, Irina will have to consider other options. While she desires to contribute to
education in her homeland, Irina said, she will also explore opportunities in the United States and
in Europe, where she might also be able to work. Irina looks forward to celebrating her
accomplishment with her friends and family. She hopes to bring her mom for her graduation
ceremony and share that experience with her mom and her family.
Janis
Janis is a doctoral student in the higher education program at a large midwestern
university. She is a Caucasian woman who is in her mid-fifties. After a recent separation from
her partner of fourteen years, Janis now lives alone. She has two children from her first marriage
and a grandchild. Janis enjoys working in her current position in student success services in a
higher education setting. She is in her third year of classes in the doctoral program in higher
education.
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Janis described her family as transient when she grew up. She explained that due to her
father’s employment, he was often transferred to different states every couple of years. She and
her siblings became accustomed to moving often and that has influenced them as adults. Janis
shared that she is always “striving to settle down,” but finds that she has moved at least a dozen
times over the years.
As an undergraduate, Janis studied out of state from where she lived, and majored in
special education. She also had the opportunity to study abroad for a short time. After
graduating, Janis married her high school boyfriend. While he was in medical school, she
continued on with her master’s in rehabilitation counseling. During this time, she also taught
special education full-time. Eventually, the couple moved back to the Midwest and settled
down. They had two children together. About the time her oldest child was in high school, Janis
decided that she no longer wished to be in a heterosexual marriage. Through counseling and
intentional steps, she and her husband walked through the transition of the divorce and how to
handle the change with their children. Both worked hard to make sure that life would be as least
disruptive as possible.
In the years to follow, Janis was in two serious relationships. The first woman she dated,
they remained together for several years. The second woman with whom she had a serious
relationship, they had a civil union and shared a life together for fourteen years. It was recently,
from the time of this interview, in which Janis separated from her partner. Janis shared that it
had been a year of transitions with her separation and then with the passing of her mother.
Professionally, Janis shared that she has in one way or another always worked with
individuals who had disabilities. Her first teaching position after her undergraduate studies was
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teaching the visually impaired. When she moved to the Midwest after her master’s, Janis took a
position at a social service agency. That position eventually led to working in a high school as a
vocational evaluator for disabled students. Janis shared that after several years of working at the
high school, Janis decided to take a break and do something completely different. Janis then
opened her own catering company. Running a small business became busier as the years passed,
and soon Janis realized it was too much of a time commitment and would require her to
eventually move closer to where most of her client base was.
At the time Janis closed her catering business, a position opened up at a nearby
university. After taking the position in student success services, Janis had an opportunity to do
some part-time teaching in addition to her full-time job. After being at her job for two years,
Janis decided to take advantage of the advanced degree opportunity that was available to her
through her employer.
Spirituality
Growing up, Janis’s mom found it important to join a church in every new place they
moved. Religion was important to Janis’s mom, but not to her children. Janis stated that their
mom “shoved [religion] down their throats” as kids. Janis said as kids they rejected religion and
that now as adults she and her siblings continue to do so. One of her siblings is agnostic and the
other is atheist.
Both her parents had been raised Southern Baptist. In many of the northern states in
which they lived, there were not many Southern Baptist churches. So, Janis’s mom would have
the family join another denomination like Presbyterian. Janis reflected that joining a church
most likely helped bring a sense of stability to her mother’s transient life.
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When Janis was married, she converted to Judaism. She felt that this was “her choice.”
And because she believed it was her choice that was not forced upon her, she felt she could
explore and learn about this religion as she desired. Janis said she was drawn to Judaism because
it was community based. The high holidays were very celebratory in nature. Also, she liked the
ritual part of the services that made worship feel more participatory from what she had
experienced as a young girl. Even after her divorce, Janis remained connected to a Jewish
community by attending the synagogue she has belonged to for a number of years.
Over the years, Janis’s definition of spirituality has evolved. Janis shared that her
spirituality is personal. Janis defined her spirituality, which is not based on her practice of
Judaism.
In terms of spirituality, I would say it is the recognition that there are forces; there are, ah,
possibilities out there that are sort of beyond us. I believe that there [is] ”soul energy”
that everyone has; and either acts or is driven by or participates in… more conceptual
energy that is available to us if we are interested in thinking about it, reaching out for it,
being supported by it… I think we are all energy. I like that that creative part of me is
positive and helpful and sort of makes me who I am. I like that piece.
Although she practices Judaism, Janis has separated her spiritual beliefs from religion.
I think other people would totally say that religion and spirituality are one and the same
or one informs the other or affects the other. Maybe one can’t exist without the other. I
think some people believe that and that’s fine. That’s not how I do it.
Janis clarified that religion or Judaism provides a framework for her spirituality. It provides
opportunities for meditation, reflection, renewal, and community for her.
Janis’s spiritual practice is both on an individual level and a corporate level. Janis looks
for opportunities to meditate through reading devotionals or just setting aside time to relax and
reflect. It is important to her to take time “being present.” For encouragement, Janis keeps
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various writings such as poems and quotes that are affirming to her. She will keep those
readings accessible so that she might read them when needed or just to meditate on their positive
words.
Connecting with her community and rabbi at the synagogue is part of an important
spiritual network for Janis. She enjoys corporate worship and celebrating the high holidays
within her religion. Within the worship services, the repetition of readings and music helps Janis
to meditate and reflect. Janis has remained at the same synagogue for a number of years even
though she no longer lives close. She does not attend as regularly as she would like, but still
feels the connection of that community.
Doctoral Journey
The opportunity from her employer allowed Janis to pursue her doctorate. Janis shared
that from a professional point of view, having a doctorate in higher education would certainly
help and strengthen her ability to teach full-time or continue to work in her current position. Yet,
the doctorate is not necessary for her employment. Janis shared thoughtfully that pursuing a
doctorate was more for personal reasons. She appreciated the learning experience and personal
accomplishment that she would receive. She shared that she enjoyed being a student and seemed
to fit with the direction her professional and personal life was going.
Janis described some of the challenges she had encountered thus far in her doctoral
journey. First, she discussed some frustrations she had in taking courses with some of the
professors. It seemed that each professor differed in their understanding and expectations of how
APA format was to be used. She described other frustrations with the professors as poor
instruction from one particular faculty member and lack of feedback on writing assignments.

95
She stated that in some of the classes she was surprised that there was “no delineation between
master’s and doctoral students.” At times, classes would feel like a waste of time.
Another challenge for Janis was balancing work load and home load. She indicated that
she had hoped to move through the program at a faster rate than she had. She explained that
there were times when it had been difficult to balance and do everything well, but yet get
everything done. She talked about how her mother had passed away when she needed to focus
on her qualifying exam. “Things happen” and she acknowledged that those were things you
couldn’t plan for.
Kelly
Kelly is a doctoral student in the adult education program at a university in the Midwest.
She is an African-American woman in her late-fifties. Kelly works at a suburban community
college as an academic dean. A single woman, she recently moved from the city to the suburbs.
Her three children and nine grandchildren all live out of state. She is currently in the proposalwriting stage of her dissertation.
Kelly grew up in a city neighborhood of a large urban area in the Midwest. She lived
with both her parents, siblings, and her grandmother. Because her parents worked full-time and
sometimes took on additional part-time jobs, Kelly's grandmother played a prominent role in her
upbringing until high school.
At the age of fifteen, Kelly became pregnant. She ran into many obstacles to remain in
high school. At that time, many schools did not accommodate young mothers. She was referred
to an all-girls' Catholic school. Unfortunately, Kelly had to drop out because of the lack of
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support she had available at school and at home. Kelly and the father were married, and she
became a stay-at-home mom.
Kelly eventually became a mom of three children. As her children started school, Kelly
looked for things to do that might interest her. She began to take an art class at the nearby
community college. One class led to another art class that eventually led to academic
classes. Finally, an academic adviser reached out to her and told her she was just a couple of
classes away from receiving an associate degree. This amazed Kelly because she had never
graduated from high school. With the help of the adviser, Kelly took her GED and finished up
her classes to receive an associate degree.
Receiving her associate degree sparked her interest to continue with her education. Kelly
decided to pursue her bachelor’s in psychology at a city college. From there Kelly began to
work in social services. It was around this time that Kelly divorced her husband. Kelly
eventually found a job at an insurance company. This position was not a good fit for
Kelly. Through other employment, Kelly found herself working in the field of education, and
decided to pursue a master’s degree in education. She found employment working at a
community college in the city as a program specialist.
Kelly eventually remarried but divorced a few years later. Shortly after that, Kelly found
new employment at the suburban community college where she is now. The commute was
difficult for Kelly, so she decided to move out to the suburbs. This was a difficult move for her,
as now, with her kids grown and living out of state, Kelly moved away from her extended
family members and friends. Through her employment at the community college, an opportunity
presented itself for Kelly to pursue a doctorate in adult education. However, her recent job
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change to dean has stalled her progress and she is now working with difficulty to find the
momentum to get back to her doctoral project again so she can finish.
Spirituality
As a child, Kelly would attend a neighborhood Baptist church with her
grandmother. Since her grandmother lived with them, she would take Kelly and her siblings to
church and Sunday school. Kelly shared that when she was in middle school, she started
attending another Baptist church with her cousin. She enjoyed attending the church's youth
activities. She shared how the pastor would use opportunities to go to the roller rink to keep
connected with the neighborhood teens. Because the community in which Kelly lived had gangs
and drugs, her parents were quite protective. She shared about her experience,
So, my parents were very strict, they didn’t let us go anywhere, but because the kids at
the church; the pastor would call and say, you know, “It’s fine. Let her come. It’s just a
bunch of kids. I’m watching over all of them.” So, then we got to do stuff because my
father didn’t let us go anywhere. So that pastor to make us teenagers come to Sunday
school, if we came to church and Sunday School, he would give us a ticket. And then we
could use the ticket and take us skating on Tuesdays. So, (she laughed) and so, we went
to church and Sunday school every Sunday. And go skating with kids on Tuesday. So,
we would go up to the church and then he would take us all on the bus and take us to the
skating rink.
Kelly joined this church because of the connections and relationships that were built during her
teen years.
As an adult, Kelly's faith has been very important to her. She defines her spirituality as
“having a relationship with something greater than yourself.” For Kelly, personally, her
relationship was with God. Kelly shared that later in her adult years she has made more of a
spiritual connection with God. Making that spiritual connection has been a priority for Kelly.
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Upon her recent move to the suburbs, Kelly was walking through a time of adjustment
after being divorced a second time and not having friends or family near her. She shared about
finding her current church and how she made herself get up one morning to go,
One night, I was just up at 2 and I was like, “Oh, God. So, I am going to go to church,
because I am already up.” I couldn’t go back to sleep, so, I got up…So I just started
going and then I didn’t know if I wanted to join, so I just went a few more times. And
then another night when I was having another breakdown, “Why in the world am I in this
world alone and out in the suburbs! I have no one to talk to. I have no life. What’s my
purpose?” “Blah, blah, blah.” And then I woke up super early… And God is like,
“Kelly, just go to church!” So, it’s like, “Oh, fine!” I went to church and the pastor
preached a sermon about a love that was worth it. It changed my world.
Kelly said that she has felt encouraged in attending her church, especially at times when she has
questioned direction and her life’s purpose.
Kelly has always been active in the churches she has attended. In her previous church,
she would sing in the choir. She enjoyed the music and the fellowship with the members. At her
new church, Kelly has stepped into different roles of serving at the encouragement of the
pastor. One way she volunteered was to host a new small study group. She shared that she has
enjoyed the pastor’s studies and the group discussions that come out of those gatherings.
On a personal level, Kelly uses prayer and scripture to help her connect and meditate
spiritually. She shared that she prays for all types of things, especially guidance on next steps,
whether it be in her personal or professional life. Kelly also said that she often writes in a
journal. Journal writing is a way that she can express her thoughts, concerns, and
prayers. Looking back through her entries, Kelly can see where she is growing spiritually and
use reflection to see how God might be guiding her through certain situations.
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Doctoral Journey
Kelly started her journey several years ago. She did not need it for her position but was
drawn to the opportunity that presented itself for personal reasons. She had enjoyed her previous
academic studies and liked the challenge of pursuing her doctorate. Kelly admitted that, upon
reflection, she felt that it was an impulsive decision on her part to start the program. She shared
that once she started, it felt like her personal life started to fall apart. The personal challenges of
a divorce, a job change, and a home relocation have provided many obstacles preventing her
from focusing and completing her doctorate.
Kelly talked about how, when she first started, she took two classes at a time. She
appreciated the structure of taking classes and connecting with her peers. The accountability and
the structured pace helped her progress forward. About three years into the program, Kelly
chose to “take a step back.” Learning a new position at the community college required her full
attention. About a year afterward, Kelly once again took classes to finish up that portion of her
journey. It was then, in the dissertation stage and writing her proposal, where Kelly commented
that she felt stuck. “Life keeps getting in the way,” she posted.
Kelly plans to keep working toward her goal of completion. She said that often she will
feel anxious or even depressed that she is struggling with the process. When she completes her
degree requirements, Kelly shared that she would love to just take it easy. Relaxing on a beach
for vacation might be just the thing.
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Lena
Lena is a Latina doctoral candidate in her mid-thirties. She attends and works full-time at
the same university located in the Midwest. Her current work position is in student affairs. Lena
is married and has four children.
Lena grew up in an urban neighborhood in a large city in the Midwest. She was an only
child of first-generation immigrant parents. Her extended family lived nearby, but they only
spent holidays and family celebrations with her family. Although she had many cousins, she was
the youngest and there was about a fourteen-year age difference.
Lena was close to her parents. She said that they would plan vacations and do things
together as a family. Lena shared that her parents “instilled” the value of education in her early
on. “Not going to college was never an option for [her].” While Lena’s family was a stable,
middle-class family, they lived in a low socio-economic community. The public schools were
low performing and so Lena was challenged to receive the education that she needed for college.
When Lena went for her undergraduate degree in special education, she struggled as a
student. Lena shared that even though her mother had attended college to become a teacher, both
her parents were unfamiliar with the education system of this country when it came to secondary
and post-secondary education. Lena was in many ways a first-generation college student. There
were aspects of being a college student that she did not understand: for example, the value of a
higher GPA. Lena had to retake classes to raise her GPA to apply to the education program at
her school. Retaking the classes and working through other obstacles extended Lena’s years as
an undergraduate, but she finally graduated with her bachelor’s.
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It was during her undergraduate program that Lena met her husband. They were both
students. After they married they settled in the same area. Becoming a wife and mom was very
important to Lena. As she shared her career goals, Lena shared that her family takes high
priority.
Lena shared that she always had ambitious career and academic goals. She posted, “I
always knew all along that I was going to pursue my doctorate....For me, it’s the credentials, it’s
the career path, it’s my ethnic identity, cultural identity, family dynamics that all fall into why.”
Lena explained how she had worked out a type of academic plan of waiting three years after her
bachelor’s to pursue a master’s, and then, waiting five years after her master’s to pursue a
doctorate.
Lena ended up being employed by the university she attended. She worked in several
areas. Originally, Lena wanted to be a teacher, then a principal, and eventually a superintendent.
Through some experiences working with college students, Lena realized that was the area in
which she preferred to work. It was when she took a position in student affairs that she
discovered there were some areas where she felt continuing on with her master’s would
definitely help her. Working through her master’s went very smoothly for Lena and she was
able to finish quickly. Five years later, as Lena had planned, she entered the doctoral program
for student affairs.
Spirituality
Although her parents were raised Catholic, Lena and her parents seldom attended church
other than Christmas and Easter. Lena’s parents had her attend confirmation classes at the
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Catholic church. Lena explained that she started to question teachings she did not understand. It
was not long after that Lena quit. And her parents did not make her continue.
Lena shared that she did attend church with an older cousin who attended a Baptist
church in the neighborhood. Lena did not mind attending and liked going with her cousin.
When her cousin stopped going and the church eventually moved, Lena did not seek out another
church to attend. While she was not attending church, Lena believed a “a seed of faith” was
planted.
Spirituality for Lena is her “walk with God.” Lena shared that her faith is very important
to her. She said, “I think faith is that act of knowing that you will be taken care of no matter
what. Trust God.…And that is my guiding principles on faith.” For Lena, this walk with God
has important relational qualities. The walk is in many ways following and learning from God.
Lena used the term “disciple” to explain that relationship with God. Prayer and studying
scripture are important spiritual practices for Lena. For Lena, prayer is “having a conversation
with God.” She shared that she learns so much through reading scripture and applying it to her
life.
When Lena was studying for her undergraduate degree, many of her friends attended a
non-denominational church. They invited Lena to attend. She liked the teaching that seemed to
answer many questions she had about God and what a relationship with him would be. The
community for her church was a great support for Lena.
Lena and her husband both are very active in their church. They host a weekly small
study group for couples in their home. Church is a very important part of their life together.
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They’ve also built relationships with other couples to encourage them in their walk with God and
strengthen their marriages.
Doctoral Journey
Lena has finished all her courses and is now working on her dissertation. She shared that
the process has progressed along well, but now at the dissertation stage she is not able to move at
her desired pace. Finding participants and gathering her research has been a challenge. Lena
talked about her frustrations: “I say it’s a process. I’m running into snags. I was hoping to have
it done within a year to a year and a half.” She stated that she had been very thankful for the
help of faculty.
Additionally, Lena shared her schedule was not her own. Lena talked about the “many
hats” that she wears. Working full-time and being a mom keeps her busy. She talked about how
she tries to strategize how to “juggle” all her activities. “We prioritize family time.” Lena also
keeps her participation in church group activities a priority each week.
Lena shared that her motivation is strictly career and family. She is proud of her
ethnicity. She believes that there needs to be more “representation” in higher education of
women who share her ethnicity and culture. She looks forward to celebrating her
accomplishment and all that it means with her family and friends. She smiled and said, “I’m just
going to celebrate like I just won the presidency or something!”
Mary
Mary has been in her higher education doctoral program for a little over two years. She
is a Caucasian woman who is in her late thirties. As a former insurance subrogation lawyer,
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Mary now adjunct teaches law at a suburban college. She is married and has two children. As
part of a military family, Mary and her parents were frequently on the move. Her father was in
the military and her mother was a teacher. The transient lifestyle and being an only child made
life at times a little lonely for Mary. However, Mary had a positive spirit, she did well in school,
and made the most of her experiences. When she was in middle school, her father retired. Her
family settled down in a midwestern urban area to be close to both sets of her grandparents.
Mary was very close to her grandparents, as she was the only grandchild for both sets. Family
relationships and their Eastern European heritage were some strengths that Mary remembers the
most in growing up.
It was a time of adjustment for Mary when her family settled down and she began to
attend public middle school. It was difficult to make new friends and “fit in.” In high school,
Mary participated in marching band and in ROTC. Her father was an ROTC instructor at
another high school and so his involvement influenced her involvement. Participating in ROTC
brought back the familiarity of the military family culture to which she was accustomed.
Mary attended an out-of-state public university for her undergraduate degree. She always
knew she wanted to go to law school but was uncertain what undergraduate degree to pursue that
would give her a high GPA and set her on track to eventually pursue her law degree. Mary chose
to major in English and minor in German. While in college, Mary participated in marching band
and enjoyed the culture and friendships that were part of it. It was during this time that she met
her future husband.
After just three and a half years, Mary graduated and went on to pursue her Juris Doctor
(JD). In the area of law, Mary explained that this was an equivalent to a master’s degree. Mary
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enjoyed law school and passed the Bar Examination the first time. After graduating, she found
work at a law firm in the suburbs of where she lived. Her job was to do insurance subrogation
trials. Often not knowing at the beginning of the day the cases she would work, she enjoyed the
fact that she did not take work home.
Mary worked there several years. It was when Mary had small children that she quit her
job, unable to continue working in such an environment. However, Mary shared that after a
short time of being a stay-at-home mom, she felt restless and desired to work. She found work
she could do from home in writing appeals for another law firm.
Through a colleague, Mary was offered the opportunity to adjunct teach at a suburban
law school. It was then that she discovered she loved teaching. Mary reflected that when she
was younger, her mother always discouraged her from becoming an educator. Her mother’s own
personal experience led her to deter Mary from considering that type of professional field. Mary
talked about how she particularly like helping students develop professionally by working with
them in a classroom.
After Mary had taught for a couple of years, her boss encouraged her to consider
pursuing an advanced degree in higher education. Mary heard about the program which she is
enrolled in now. Mary has enjoyed the classes and how she has developed professionally from
the program.
Spirituality
Mary’s parents were non-practicing Catholics. It was through her grandparents where
she has been influenced in religion and spirituality. When Mary’s family moved back to be
closer to her grandparents, she started to attend church on occasion with them. For Mary’s

106
maternal grandparents, their family heritage was very connected to the Eastern Orthodox church.
Mary shared stories that showed how she has come to value this heritage and cultural religious
connection. In our second interview, Mary brought a picture of keepsakes she had on a shelf in
her bedroom. Each item had spiritual or religious significance. Several of these items were
given by various family members.
Mary defines her spirituality as a relationship with something greater than yourself.
Although she does believe in a higher being or God, she does not necessarily associate God as
male. Mary shared that spirituality to her is a “difficult concept” for her to understand. “It
doesn’t fit anybody else’s specific ideas,” she explained. She commented humorously that
understanding spirituality was like “nailing Jell-O to a wall.”
As an adult, Mary feels it is important to have a religious foundation for her kids. From
her grandmother’s encouragement to have her children baptized and attend church, Mary has
done this. Mary’s husband’s background was Methodist, and so they attended a Methodist
congregation initially. Mary shared that she liked the diversity at the Methodist church but
struggled with some of the worship. At that church, she volunteered to help with Sunday school
and children’s music. In recent years, Mary and her family have started attending a nearby
Catholic church. She has her children enrolled in the CCD (religious education) classes. She
said they do not attend church regularly, but she plans on helping to teach a CCD class next year.
Mary believes that “do no harm” to others and “doing things out of love” are important
spiritual practices. She shared that her spirituality helps her empathize with her students. Mary
uses prayer as a way to seek support from God and guidance on bigger issues that she cannot
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work through on her own. Her biggest spiritual connection is through her grandparents who are
now passed on. She draws encouragement from knowing that they are watching over her.
Doctoral Journey
Initially, Mary started as a student at large, but determined early on that the doctoral
program in higher education was the one she wanted to pursue. Soon she found that she enjoyed
the classes and that she was able to balance her work and home schedule with attending school.
Mary has not encountered too many challenges within the program itself. Balancing
home and work life with being a student is the greatest challenge she has at present. She also
talked about how she will often use household tasks as a way to procrastinate writing a paper.
She laughed as she admitted, “When a paper is due, my house is the cleanest and the dogs are
bathed.”
Mary shared that she did not really have any set career goals at this time. If she could
pursue a position of interest, it might be something like a director of student affairs in a law
school. Another area of professional interest for Mary would be teaching faculty instruction or
staff development, all within the context of the law school. Mary’s love for practicing law
continues as she looks for opportunities to connect it with her new-found passion for teaching.
Nancy
Nancy started as an “adult learner” in higher education after she was married and had
three children. She is now a student in the higher education doctoral program at a Midwestern
university. Nancy is a Caucasian woman in her late forties.
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Nancy grew up in the far suburbs of a large metropolitan area in the Midwest. She was
the youngest of three children. Her parents were quite active in their children’s education, with
high expectations that each attend college. Nancy described home life as very traditional. Her
family was a typical suburban middle-class family. Her mother worked part-time, making sure
to be home when school was out. Nancy reflected that growing up there were “very defined,
stereotypical roles” with her parents.
In middle school, Nancy met her future husband. They were initially friends and then
started dating in ninth grade. Nancy kept quiet about her relationship in the beginning because
she knew that her parents did not want her to date quite so young. Also, her husband was
Mexican and from a poor socio-economic family. As a young teen her husband struggled with
school and needing to work to support his family. In fact, it was Nancy’s support and tutoring
that helped her husband graduate high school when his parents were encouraging him to drop out
to work. With very little educational history in her husband’s family, there was little
understanding of the importance of getting a high school diploma.
Nancy shared that she always did well in school. When she graduated, her parents were
disappointed that she did not go on to college. Instead, Nancy attended one year of secretarial
school and received a certificate in office management. The following year, Nancy and her
husband were married. In order to provided additional income while she was home with her
children, Nancy started making wedding cakes and then sewing wedding veils and dresses.
Eventually, Nancy’s business developed into a successful bridal design studio.
Nancy reflected during our interview that “higher education found [her].” After several
years of being a businesswoman and designing bridal gowns, a community college representative
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approached Nancy and asked if she would teach bridal couture as an adjunct professor. Teaching
one class soon turned into teaching several classes in the fashion design department of this
college. At that point, it became necessary for Nancy to get a bachelor’s degree in order to
continue teaching.
Initially, Nancy attended a college in the city to pursue her bachelor’s. Nancy felt this
was not a supportive environment for a non-traditional student or, as Nancy referred to herself,
an “adult learner.” She then transferred to a small, liberal-arts college in the suburbs and felt
more at home in her learning environment. After graduating with her bachelor’s in fashion
design, Nancy directly continued on to get her MBA from the same institution.
At this point in time, Nancy no longer had her small business. She worked full-time at
the community college as an adjunct professor and director of the international business
department. Her career path was aligned so that soon she would be able to become a full-time
faculty member. Unfortunately, with a change of administration, Nancy’s name was eliminated
from being considered for the position because she did not have a doctorate. This was extremely
discouraging for Nancy.
Soon after, Nancy took another position at a nearby university as director of the career
development department for undergraduate students. Upon taking this new position, Nancy
decided that she would pursue her doctorate in higher education.
Spirituality
Although both of Nancy’s parents had religious backgrounds, they did not really attend
church as a family. Nancy’s mother was Methodist, and her father was Catholic, so both parents
decided they would give the decision to their children on where each child wanted to attend
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church. It resulted in the family not practicing religion at all. When her older brother started
attending a Catholic university, Nancy’s parents made the decision that it was better as a family
to pick one religion and attend church together. Nancy shared that her parents and her other
sibling would attend the Catholic mass frequently, but she did not have any interest in going.
As a married couple, Nancy and her husband rarely attended church, although they
shared the same Catholic faith. Nancy described themselves as “Christers,” or people who only
attended church on Christmas and Easter. Religion and spirituality did not seem important or
needed to Nancy until she experienced a crisis with her older child. Her older child was going
through some behavior issues which the schools were not handling properly. Nancy felt
unsupported, frustrated, and discouraged. It was at that point that Nancy said she turned to God:
“I knew that I needed help. And I needed guidance. It was so heartbreaking to go through.”
Nancy started attending church and developing an active spiritual life of praying, reading, and
volunteering. She shared that as everything was happening, she would pray and seek help from
her pastor.
As an adult, spirituality has become an integral part of Nancy’s life. She defined her
spirituality as having a connection to God for support, strength, and guidance. Nancy also prays
to the saints in her Catholic faith for guidance and help. She shared that she gets a spiritual
connection in finding the positives in daily occurrences. She explained,
And I’ll say I strive towards making sure I recognize all the good and not take for
granted. You know, like I try really hard not to just reach out to God in a time of need,
but also to show my appreciation when there really is a good day. Or matter [of] fact, I
just found out this morning that I got A’s on both my courses this semester. You know, I
was going to, once we were finished here, and thank St. Thomas ’cause I know it was
through the guidance that I was able to do well on my papers ’cause they were something
that really challenged me.
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Nancy sees a spiritual connection to her life’s purpose and letting God be the “driver” of
discovering what she is meant to do.
Doctoral Journey
Nancy shared that in reflection she sees how all her steps—especially in career and
academics—really have been directed for a greater purpose. Each opportunity leading to the
next, one degree leading to the next. As she has progressed along her journey, pursuing her
doctorate seemed like the next natural step for her. She commented, “After I started the
positions here, I knew that I wanted to eventually get my doctorate….It has been a goal for the
last ten years or so.” After her experience working at the community college and not getting a
desired position due to lack of a doctoral degree, Nancy did not want that to limit her in the
future.
Although a doctoral degree might further Nancy’s career, she is personally motivated in
getting a doctorate. Nancy shared that she will be the first generation in her family to even
attempt to go for an advanced degree. Both her other siblings only achieved a bachelor’s. The
fact that she disappointed her parents by not going directly to college, yet now has advanced to a
doctorate level, had some personal satisfaction for Nancy. Nancy also believed that God “put
[her] on this path of this career” and so all that she did including schooling helped to benefit
moving in that direction.
Nancy cited lacking a foundation in education as one of her greatest challenges in writing
and doing research in her doctoral journey. Her business background and education approached
academic writing much differently. Nancy felt she has been working hard to compensate for that
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deficit to some degree. At times, she admitted it can be frustrating as she learned to implement
research into her papers.
Other challenges were just the balancing of personal and work life. In recent years, there
had been many difficult personal situations with various family members which Nancy had to
work through. She shared some of these areas and talked about how she used her spirituality as a
way to persevere past those challenges.
As Nancy was in the early phase of her doctoral program, her focus was more on
upcoming milestones of the program, such as passing her qualifying exam and preparing to
choose a topic for her dissertation. She remained open-minded as to what achieving this degree
will bring for her professionally. Ideally, she would like to run a division or become a dean—
perhaps even become a full-time faculty member at a higher education institution. Whatever the
career opportunity, Nancy wanted most to be working directly with students. For now, she
simply stated that she was “leaving it in God’s hands” and “whatever works out is good with
[her].”
Pam
Pam was a doctoral candidate who has been in her adult education doctoral program for
some time. She was a Haitian woman in her early 60s. Married with three grown children, she
taught nursing and was working to complete her dissertation.
Born and raised in Haiti, Pam lived there with her parents and five brothers and sisters.
She attended Catholic school growing up. Her parents valued education and desired that their
children have better opportunities in education and careers than the generations before. In high
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school, Pam was very interested in student movements that dealt with social justice issues. She
was involved in helping the poor and teaching literacy while at college.
After graduating in Haiti with her undergraduate degree in nursing, her parents sent her to
the United States to work and continue her education. Social-economic conditions in Haiti were
very low. Also, the political climate was unstable. If parents were able to send their children to
the United States or other countries to seek better opportunities, they often did. Pam went away
with the intention to come back and live in Haiti, but she never did. Life expectancy was not
long in Haiti and so both her parents passed away. Her mother passed about three months after
Pam arrived in the United States. Her father passed away two years later. Pam shared that one
of her siblings had passed away at a young age, too.
In the United States, Pam continued with a master’s in nursing. It was at this time she
married her husband. They had met in Haiti and became reacquainted in the United States.
They had three children together. Pam continued to do nursing, but eventually spent most of her
time teaching at the nursing school. Pam never intended to continue on to a doctorate. It wasn’t
until some years later that she was recruited by a colleague to consider entering into an adult
education doctoral program at a public university in the area.
Spirituality
As Pam grew up in her country, she attended Catholic schools. Catholicism was very
much part of her family and cultural history. At the time of this interview, she attended a
Catholic church currently with her husband. While Pam indicated that she was a devout
Catholic, spirituality for Pam went beyond religion, beyond just a belief in God. Pam’s
spirituality resonated with learning, education, and social justice. For Pam, a higher power could
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be God. However, those areas of passion intersected for Pam. She shared that she experienced a
deeper connection to a higher power. Pam shared that she “looks at higher power and how it
works in [her] life.”
Pam engaged in types of spiritual practice where she is able to “discover” herself. She
used prayer and meditation often, sometimes even seeking out alternative places like mosques or
hospital chapels to reflect. On a visit to Haiti after a hurricane had ravaged the country, Pam
toured the area. She saw lots of destruction and reflected on the needs of the people there. At
one point, she went to visit the cemetery where her parents were buried. This was a special time
of spiritual connection. Pam explained that through talking with the dead, she was able to feel
“inner peace” and “connect to them.” Her words were about those social justice issues that she
was most passionate about for her country.
Pam shared that she prayed about direction and discovery, but mostly about social justice
issues and people who are in need.
I connect to social justice. If I see that people don’t have, it gets me to thinking. It gets
me involved. I think I need to do more. And I start reflecting because I get so
involved….When you talk about spiritual things, it’s not attending church. For me, it’s
putting a lot of things in to action. For example, if you say you love your neighbor, then
do things for that neighbor. And it translates itself into justice, into caring for others.
That’s when I get spiritual.
Being aware of others and their needs was important to Pam and how her spirituality had purpose
and direction.
Practicing “mindfulness” was another big part of Pam’s spirituality. She explained it a
little more in depth:
The mindfulness is, again, being connected in time to something, someone. Right? And
being in the moment, I think. And doing things that are mindfully oriented in order to
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become that stable person… mindfulness is everywhere. It’s in education, in health, at
work. It becomes a way to decrease your stress and to be the whole person still that you
need to be. And that, I can, I can connect it to spiritual things.
Pam shared that practicing mindfulness can happen in a variety of ways. One way is to work and
collaborate with others, especially when it comes to education. Another way was to find
opportunities to get into deep reflection. For Pam, “mindfulness” was not necessarily connected
to religion, but religion can help facilitate another way to practice “mindfulness.”
Doctoral Journey
After being encouraged to enroll in the adult education doctoral program by a colleague,
Pam initially took a class as a student at large. She really enjoyed the subject and the discussion.
Pam’s love for learning helped motivate her to take the step to enroll. Not only would this help
her professional development, it fit her passion for education. Pam was extremely motivated
through the beginning. She had great momentum in her progress taking classes full-time,
finishing her qualitative examinations and all her comps. At the time that Pam was getting ready
to begin the dissertation stage of her doctoral journey, a couple of events occurred which
disrupted her progress. First of all, Pam took a new teaching position. Her new position took up
more time than she anticipated. Also, her children were older, and their schedules kept her
busier. Reflecting back, Pam shared that she probably should have not taken the new work
position until after she completed her dissertation. It became too easy to put her dissertation
work on the back burner, as work and home life seemed to require more and more of her
attention.
Pam shared that at the same time she was being challenged by her schedule and
workload, a shift in faculty occurred in the department of the doctoral program in which she was
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enrolled. The shift in faculty was the result of department and program restructuring. While
Pam felt the changes were good, the shift in focus and loss of faculty seemed to affect the
program. Pam no longer felt the strong connection she once had. Pam reflected that she should
have pushed through and finished at that time. Soon the momentum was lost, and Pam admitted
that since then she has struggled to get it back.
Researching and writing was part of that passion for education that Pam had. Pam shared
that going forward she would like to continue that after she completes her doctoral journey. She
admitted that currently she was struggling with finishing. Pam planned to continue the learning
process and see where it might take her in self-discovery in the areas she was most passionate
about: education and social justice.
Robin
Robin was a Caucasian doctoral student in her early sixties. She was pursuing a
doctorate in educational leadership at a liberal arts university in the Midwest. She lived with her
husband in the suburbs of a large urban area. They had four adult children.
Robin was the oldest of four children. Her mother worked part-time, and her father
worked full-time at a company that often would relocate him to various parts of the Midwest.
She shared that growing up her family was very transient in that they moved so often. Her
mother worked part-time. When Robin was in high school, her parents settled in one location in
order to be nearer her aging grandparents.
Moving often created difficulties for Robin growing up. It was difficult to establish
friendships. Robin admitted at one point she gave up trying to make friends because she would
eventually move, and would have to start over again anyway. Another difficulty for Robin was
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that the transition from school to school would leave her academically behind. She recalled after
one particular move being held back because of math and reading. Robin would have to work
harder to catch up with other students her age.
Robin attended a state university in the Midwest, where she enrolled in the secondary
education program. Initially, Robin struggled as a freshman academically. It was her first time
away and being a first-generation college student, she did not really have the guidance from her
parents on how to approach her studies and college life in general. Eventually, Robin improved
academically and finished her bachelor’s degree within four years.
Her first teaching position was near where her parents lived. It was in a community that
was starting to see changes socio-economically and challenges in student performance in the
public schools. Robin taught there a couple of years until she took a position in another
community. There she remained and taught another 25 years as a middle school teacher.
During this time, Robin married and adopted two children. She divorced, then remarried
with two stepchildren. She and her husband currently live in the suburbs near where her parents
and grandparents settled.
After teaching for many years, it seemed too soon to retire, so Robin became a principal
for another ten years. During that time, she pursued her master’s in curriculum and instruction
and a certification in administration. After being a principal her last year at a small parochial
school that closed, Robin was offered a position at a liberal arts college in the suburbs. Her new
position drew from her past experiences and education. As a coordinator for student teacher
experiences, Robin helped to place pre-professional students in area schools for fieldwork and
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student teaching internships. A requirement for Robin’s position was that she enroll in a doctoral
program.
This was not her first attempt at a doctoral degree. Earlier, when she finished her
master’s, she enrolled with other students in a cohort at the same institution. Robin stated that
she was just “pulled in.” Robin shared that her first attempt at a doctorate was not successful:
“Everyone else was doing it. I just wasn’t motivated the first time.” The timing of being a fulltime working mother of young children was not conducive to pursuing a doctoral degree, and so
Robin dropped out of the program. Now, Robin was back where she left off working toward her
doctoral degree.
Spirituality
Attending church regularly was very much part of Robin’s childhood. Both her parents
were Lutheran and so they often would attend churches that were affiliated with that
denomination when they moved. In Robin’s elementary years, she attended a Lutheran school
where religion was taught along with other subjects. At home, Robin’s family would pray
together for meals. Robin shared that her parents helped to influence her spirituality. Robin
shared that her father wanted her to memorize the Lord’s prayer. “We had to memorize the
Lord’s Prayer which is not stupid, but my dad gave us $2 if we memorized [it],” Robin laughed.
As an adult, Robin had continued to attend a Lutheran church. She and her husband
attended regularly when the kids were younger as a family and currently, just the two of them.
When they were raising their children, they incorporated prayer at mealtimes. Robin shared that
she and her husband will still say a short prayer before dinner out of habit of doing it for so many
years.
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Robin shared that she was casual about her praying. She prayed every day, mostly to
give thanks. She indicated that she didn’t pray for “stuff.” Sometimes she prayed a type of
acronym type of prayer: P.T.A. “Praise, Thanks, Ask.” Although Robin attended church
regularly now, she stated that she was “not religious.” Robin defined spirituality as “whatever
your religion is.” While Robin connected her spirituality with her religion, she focused more on
the relationship with God than the doctrine.
Robin shared that she loves being Lutheran but struggled with navigating social and
cultural issues when they seemed to conflict with the teachings of the church. In regard to her
adult child who is homosexual, Robin felt conflicted, as she was accepting of his life choice and
yet practices her religion. She had grown in a way to embrace the positive of both sides. As
Robin reflected on how her spirituality had evolved, she stated:
Well, I think just, you know, I mean it [church attendance] really was sort of a natural
movement. It really has changed that much. I’m pretty much doing what my parents did.
Like, except we don’t do devotions at home. We pray and go to church. And you know,
expect the kids to go to confirmation. It really hasn’t changed that much.
Robin spiritual practice remained much of a traditional component in her life from her
childhood. She chose the component of it that she could embrace—the worship, hymns, prayer
life, etc.—and continues to work through the social issues as she continues forward.
Doctoral Journey
Robin expressed that initially she was not excited to pursue her doctorate the second time
around. However, her new position required her to do so. She was happy that credits from her
previous attempt at a doctorate transferred to her current program because her credits were less
than ten years ago. At this point in her journey, Robin had three more classes to take and was
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ready to begin her comps. So far, Robin has faced little challenges in her doctoral journey. She
talked about the financial challenges of school, pointing out how expensive it has been even after
the discount she receives from her employer.
Robin shared some concerns regarding the dissertation stage that she was approaching.
She questioned whether she should do qualitative or quantitative research.
I am fearful of picking the right thing. It would be easier. I’m not looking for it to be
easy, but it would be better to get-her done. So, I think the easier path would be
quantitative? Even though I struggled through that. But I think if I pick quantitative, I
don’t have to know all the different strategies, I just have to know one very well. But if I
have to do qualitative… It’s just a huge burden. So, I’m kind of worried about picking
the right method. Selecting the right method. And then I’m also fearful of just, can I do
it? I don’t know? I mean I know I can, but it’s like, what if I fail? And people know me.
So, I am fearful.
The process of writing the dissertation seems a bit looming for Robin. She also recognized that
decisions she makes in her approach to the process could affect her ability to finish.
Robin did not have any definite career goals beyond the position she was currently
working in. Her next steps were to just continue on in the role she currently had. Robin
admitted looking forward to the extrinsic benefit of getting to wear her doctoral robes for
graduation ceremonies as she walks in with other faculty members.
Terry
Terry was an African-American doctoral student who was in her mid-thirties. She
worked at an urban college in the area of student services. She had lived in her current area of
the country for most of her life. She lived with her husband and two children in was the nearer
to where she worked.
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Terry’s childhood was a mix of good and difficult times. Her parents divorced when she
was very young. She and her older sibling were separated due to a custody arrangement. She
went with her mother because she was the youngest and her sibling went with her father. They
would see each other on the weekends, alternating with each parent. As time went on each
parent remarried and had children or step children with their new spouses. This created a
complicated dynamic and sometimes, an awkward dynamic, between Terry and her sibling and
her parents. For example, friends did not realize Terry had a biological sister even though she
and her sister attended the same high school.
In school, Terry was an average student. She did not push herself academically because
she did not understand the importance of doing well and a pursuing college degree. Terry
recollected the time when her path as a young adult could have taken a very different course had
she followed the advice of a school counselor. Terry had done poorly on her ACT in high
school. The words of her high school counselor at that time had a tremendous negative impact
upon her.
My mom had told me I had to take this test. I didn’t know why I had to take this test. So,
I probably went in, more than likely, just went A, B, C, whatever answer I thought of…
Long story, I did horrible. I got my results back and my counselor said, “You’re really
not college material. You are not going to make it. So, what’s another option for you? I
was like, “Well, I don’t know. I’ll think about it. I guess I’ll work at”- I think at that
time I was working at KFC. So, I’ll work at KFC! For the rest of my life! Sounds like a
plan to me! I told my mom and my mom was very upset. And I didn’t realize, sort of the
error, per say, that I made in not taking the test seriously. But I didn’t know the effect
that the counselor had in telling me, “You are not college material…” At once, my mom
told me, “I do not want you to talk to this counselor. Go talk to a completely different
counselor at a completely different school to talk about the importance of this exam. And
what you can do. And let’s say that you actually failed the exam again, what are your
options.” That was sort of the Aha moment. Yeah. I think that was the life changing
moment. Cause I probably would have been at KFC.
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Terry did take her test again and improved her score somewhat. Terry learned about herself
through this experience. She found that her mother was a great source of support and guidance
in her academic career. She also discovered to push forward despite discouragement and
obstacles.
Terry began her undergraduate journey at a local community college. This helped her
establish herself as a stable college student. Terry shared that ever since middle school she had
decided she would become a dentist. And so, she started on the tract to study dentistry when she
transferred to an in-state public university. Terry did not do well in the classes and in some she
“flunked out” out of several of them. She was at that point that Terry determined she would
pursue a different course of study but was uncertain of which direction she should go. Upon
advisement of an academic counselor, Terry began to enroll psychology types of classes. In this
academic area, she began to excel and was placed on the Dean’s list each semester afterwards.
She graduated with a bachelor’s in psychology.
Terry was not sure what area to work in with her degree. She initially explored working
for child and family services types of organizations but found it difficult emotional to work with
the difficult cases she needed to oversee. Terry then took an opportunity to work within student
affairs in the area of higher education. Terry went directly on to pursue a master’s educational
counseling. While studying for master’s, Terry worked as a graduate assistant. She enjoyed
working with students and found that she could use some of her counseling skills in addition.
After graduation, Terry found work at a college in the suburbs of where she grew up.
She worked there for a year and then found another position at another college in the city. At the
time, Terry was married and starting a family. She desired to work closer to where she lived.

123
She found a position at a state university in the suburbs where she was currently employed as a
coordinator of outreach. Now as a mom of two children, she continued to work and go to school
full-time.
Spirituality
Growing up, Terry would attend church with her mother. Her mother belonged to a
Methodist church. Terry shared that by comparison, her mother’s church was more conservative
than her grandmother’s church. When she would visit her grandmother during the summer in
Missouri, she would attend a Pentecostal church. This was a very expressive church. Her
grandmother was extremely influential on Terry’s spiritual life. Terry reflected that her
grandmother was very big on prayer. Terry remembered a time when she called her grandmother
to talk about a situation that was troubling her:
She prayed with me on the phone and then told me to pray after we got off the phone.
When I hung up with my grandmother, I didn’t know what to pray. So, I started to pray
something and soon my prayer grew.
Terry incorporated prayer in to every area of her life. She learned from her grandmother that
prayer is a way of seeking guidance and support in all things.
Terry attended a Baptist church all through college. She would attend church every
Sunday, “No, matter what I did on Saturday evening, I would get up on Sunday and go to
church.” Terry acknowledged that she is still the same way today.” When Terry, met her
husband, faith and church were important to them as a couple. Today, both attend a Baptist
church where his family also attends. She remarked that her church now is similar to her
grandmother’s church in that it is “expressive.” They both volunteer in various ways at the
church. Terry shared that she does the church’s finances.
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In her home life, Terry and her husband were each a spiritual support for one another.
They would often pray together. Terry spent time reading the Bible. She had a bible app on her
phone, so she could read it whenever and wherever. Terry talked about how she loved listening
to gospel music. She shared that it gave her encouragement when she needed it. She would
listen to it when she was driving in the car or cleaning the house. She remembered a time when
she was feeling discouraged and she, her husband, and her kids would put on some gospel music,
“We just praised and danced to the music!”
Terry defined spirituality as a relationship with a higher being and for her that is God.
She found her spiritual connection through reading the Bible and prayer. Her spirituality was
integrated into much of her daily life both personal and professional. She credited God for what
she had accomplished saying, “I wouldn’t be where I am without God.” Terry made a point to
discuss her feelings about how she did not like to judge others. She shared that her spirituality
involved grace and mercy and being forgiven when needed by the things she might do. She
acknowledged a type of individual accountability to follow what each person believed was right.
What she believed, might not be what another does, and in this way, she would not judge others.
Doctoral Journey
Terry indicated that pursuing a doctoral degree was more professionally motivated for
her than personal. Although, the personal portion was having a great deal of meaning for her.
Self-confidence in her ability to do well was a challenge she had faced all through her journey as
a student. She admitted that she still was influenced by the incident with her ACT scores and her
high school counselor. The discouraging words from her counselor had lasting effects that
constantly made her doubt her ability to accomplish the doctoral degree milestones such as
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exams and just recently, defending her proposal. However, with each success, she shared that
she was gaining the confidence she needed to finish.
At the time Terry was half way through her doctoral program, there was several faculty
changes at the university where she was attending. Faculty left, and it was difficult to get emails
returned. It left her feeling disconnected and unsure about what steps she needed to take going
forward in her program. After the department became more stable, Terry shared that she had
been able to continue with guidance from her chair and felt confident about the road ahead.
Next steps for Terry were to strategize how she would complete the second portion of her
dissertation. She was working to lay out at what point she would be working on the various
portions of her dissertation to ensure she could finish in a timely manner. Her hopes were that a
doctoral degree would open up more opportunities in higher education for work. She was
interested in working in roles that helped advocate for diversity among students. Hopefully,
roles in which she would continue to use her counseling skills.
Vicky
Vicky is a doctoral student at a liberal arts university in the suburbs of a large
metropolitan area in the Midwest. She is a Caucasian woman in her early sixties. Vicky lives
with her husband and their two adult children live near them.
As child, Vicky grew up in a very stable home with both parents. Her parents tried for
additional children after Vicky was born but were unsuccessful. It wasn’t until Vicky was in
middle school that her first sibling was born and then closely afterwards a second sister. Vicky
was delighted to have siblings and being the older sister. Both of Vicky’s parents were hard
workers. Her father had his own business and her mother stayed home. When Vicky was in
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high school, her father’s business went under due financial issues. It was then that her mother
stepped in to help the family financially. They both helped Vicky’s maternal grandparents in the
family owned jewelry business. Vicky shared that she learned about hard work and integrity
from her parents.
Vicky enjoyed her childhood and high school years. She did tell of a difficult social time
early on in high school. Friends that she had for years had become difficult to hang out with.
I really didn’t feel like I was part of that group any more. That I was getting pushed
away… Lunch was always the worst time for this, because all the girls are sitting together
at the table. So, the period after lunch, I remember going to my next class was in a
lecture hall. The girl next to me, I didn’t know very well. She was so kind to me. She
said, “It looks like you are upset.” “Yeah, I’m having some trouble at lunch.” She said,
“Well, I have the same lunch. Come sit with us.” And it was just so sweet. And so, I
didn’t take her up on it right away, but then I finally got to the point where, you know
what? This is awful. I’m miserable. I need to find different friends. And that was just
like a turning point for me. And her group of friends were so nice. And they were kind
to each other. And, yeah. It wasn’t like mean girls at all. I was with the mean girls.
And I remember in ninth grade, just realizing, high school is going to be fun now. I
found girls that were really nice.
These new friendships became very important to Vicky. Vicky enjoyed the stability of her social
life and the encouragement she received to participate in various extra-curricular activities.
When Vicky attended college, she went studied at a nearby university. Her
undergraduate degree was in Microbiology. While she attended school, Vicky became seriously
involved with someone. They dated for a while and when he broke it off, she was devastated.
She then graduated. As she looked to start her career, the relationship with her former boyfriend
rekindled and they ended up getting married.
Unfortunately, Vicky’s marriage did not last long with her first husband. When she was
divorced by her husband, Vicky found herself in a very difficult and dark time. It came a couple
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of years after her father had passed away. Vicky found that she was grieving for both
relationships.
We ended up getting divorced seven years later. It just, it was horrible. And that time
period was just very difficult for me. And going through a situation where that was about
the time period that my father passed away. So, I was grieving my father’s death and my
husband left me. So, it was just like, “Wow!”. What else is going to happen? C’mon!
Vicky found herself living back in her area and attending her home church. It was then while
she was attending a bible study, that she met someone new. They dated and soon were married.
Vicky had gotten a second chance at marriage and with someone she felt was more suited for
her. They lived together in the suburbs of a large urban city and started a family together.
Career wise, Vicky started in microbiology. She worked for a company that made
medicinal products. Changes in the structuring in her company affected Vicky’s employment.
An opportunity soon presented itself within her company that brought her into Marketing. With
this transition into marketing. Vicky pursued her MBA. She enjoyed working in the business
side of the health care field. After doing that for several years, another opportunity opened for
her to teach business in a liberal arts college in the Midwest. Vicky was surprised that she liked
teaching so much.
With her new-found passion in education, Vicky began to search out faculty positions at
various colleges in the area. She ended up finding a full-time faculty position at the university
where she is currently working. She shared that one of her greatest joys is seeing the
transformation in college freshman to upperclassmen. For a number of years, having her MBA
was considered a terminal degree. In recent years, those expectations have changed. Vicky
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acknowledged the change in higher education with needing a doctoral degree for her current
position. “I don’t want to do anything different. I just want to enrich what I am already doing.”
Even though Vicky needed her doctorate for her faculty position, she recognized that her
doctorate would “enrich” what she was doing now. She also added, “It has already helped me in
the classroom. I didn’t have much of an understanding of research before.”
Spirituality
Vicky’s spirituality and faith in God is very important to her. She shared that her
spirituality really developed once she was an adult and after walking through the death of her
father and her divorce. Vicky had always gone to church since she was young, but it wasn’t until
later in life that she developed ownership of her spirituality.
Vicky attended a Methodist church growing up. Her family attended church fairly
regularly. Vicky was active in the youth group. She shared a story about first being really aware
of the needs of others when she served with the youth in a mission project.
I remember the one thing that really opened my eyes about junior high. And so, I was
involved in the youth group. I sang in the church choir. But one of the things about
junior high was taking a Thanksgiving basket to a family. And they lived in some sort of
subsidized housing area that was near where we were. But, I had never been in that area.
And it just really opened my eyes at that moment that it wasn’t about me. And that just
really stuck with me for my whole life. I always looked at and thought; because we
delivered the thanksgiving basket, we went out and bought the stuff ourselves with
money we had earned doing paper drives. We took our money and one of the adults took
us to the grocery store and we got the items and we literally took it to the house. It was a
boy my exact age and he was home alone. And everything seemed kind of dark. It didn’t
look like they had much furniture. I’m looking at him thinking, “He’s my age. He comes
home to a dark house.” I’ll never forget that. I just always thought, “Why am I whining
about this or that? I need this pair of shoes. Or I want this or that or this game.” I think
that really opened me up to thinking. But that really started me looking around.
That awareness of others’ needs and the desire to help remained with Vicky into adulthood.
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As an adult, Vicky has incorporated her religious beliefs and her personal experiences
into how she defines her spirituality. Much of her spirituality is based on a “relationship” with
God. She described first discovering what a relationship with God might look like from a book
she read.
The first thing that I read that really hit me like a ton of bricks was a small book called,
“My Heart is Christ’s Home.” …I had a friend who was part of Navigators and she
brought this and gave it to a couple of us to read. Because she knew that we were kind of
searching. And I read that, and we did a little bible session for it and it was excellent.
Just excellent. Talking about using your home as kind of an analogy of you and what you
are willing to give to Christ. Let him into your “kitchen”, your “bedroom”, your
“closets”. And, you know, getting to the point at the very end of giving Christ the “deed”
to your home. So, just like, giving everything. Being all in, essentially. So that was
pretty helpful and that was about 25 years ago, 30 years ago.
This book served as a guide to how Vicky sees her spiritual relationship with God today.
Incorporating, spirituality into the various areas of her life.
Doctoral Journey
At the time of my interview, Vicky was in the midst of writing her proposal. She shared
that going through the course work with other peers was an enjoyable experience for her. As
stated earlier, Vicky is pursuing her doctorate to fulfill her job requirement in order to continue
on as full-time faculty. The learning experience of walking through the doctoral journey has
helped her understand and use research more in her profession. She believed that it is
strengthening her skills and what she can offer to her students.
Vicky’s doctoral journey has met with some challenges since she has now entered the
dissertation stage. The lack of interaction with her peers is difficult at times. Also, not having
the accountability of a class schedule and assignment due dates gives her room to procrastinate
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and put off working in the way she should. She discussed how it was hard for her to get
motivated at time.
Another challenge for Vicky is the lack of connection between her and her chair. Her
chair is currently living in another state. Vicky talked about her difficulties,
It’s hard to build a relationship… It’s early on. She looks at it like I don’t have time for
you. Or maybe it’s, I’ll have more time for you after you finish a couple of chapters. It’s
sort of maybe, I’m the wrong personality? I don’t know. Because I don’t know her…
And I probably don’t have the personality that’s not out there saying, “Hey. I’ll call you
next week.” So, I feel like it’s hard to keep motivated.
The lack of interaction between Vicky and her chair has been not only discouraging but has
worked as a demotivator for Vicky in this part of her doctoral journey.
Vicky shared that she has experienced a lot of support at home from her husband. She
confessed good-humoredly, “I think I am a doctorate widow, though.” Acknowledging the time,
it takes away from spending time with her husband, she felt his support for her. Vicky hopes to
celebrate the completion of her doctorate with her husband. Her plans for the future after her
doctorate do not really involved changing jobs or careers but sharing her experiences and
knowledge with the students she teaches.
Chapter Summary
Fifteen women shared their personal journeys in this study. Their stories spanned from
childhood to adulthood. The experiences the shared, while some similarities could be drawn,
were unique and personal to them. Integrated within their lives were stories of challenges, trials,
relationships, successes, and a myriad of other experiences that helped shape and develop their
identities and how they perceived the world around them.
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As women shared about growing up and stepping in to academic and professional
pursuits, they discussed influencing factors such as family, economic, culture, and society.
Those factors further shaped the ways in which they developed as professional women and
pursued their goals and dreams. The interviews provided the opportunity to further explore
personal factors such as spirituality, beliefs, and values that women developed. It was observed
that women continued to shape these beliefs as they encountered new experiences.
In the next chapter, I will share the findings of these interviews regarding the role of
spirituality within the various contexts of their lives. The interviews provided a rich data to
analyze that helped to further the exploration of use of spirituality among a group of diverse
women. Several themes were identified and will be discussed in the following as well.

CHAPTER FIVE
FINDINGS
As women in this study shared about their doctoral journeys, various threads of
experiences, beliefs, values, and motivating factors were woven into their stories. The purpose
of this study was to explore the role of spirituality for women students during their doctoral
journeys. Questions were asked specifically to understand each participant’s spiritual
development and ways it was integrated into various parts of their life: 1) How do women
doctoral students define spirituality personally for themselves? 2) How do women describe the
use of spirituality in their personal life? 3) How do women connect spirituality their
professions? 4) How do women describe the use of spirituality in their doctoral journey?
Spirituality influenced participants lives in very real and unique ways for each of them.
If each woman’s life and doctoral journey might be imagined as a tapestry, then spirituality often
was a thread or many threads that was interwoven into their experiences. At times the role of
spirituality was prominent, and women could articulate a direct way in which spirituality played
an influential role. Most often those threads were not as prominent and the influential role that
spirituality played was indirect and not always easy apparent to the women themselves. The
interviews gave women the opportunity to process and articulate the ways in which they utilized
their own spirituality in various areas of their life including the pursuit of a doctoral degree.
While all women in this study were progressing in their doctoral journeys, each of their
stories were unique from the beginning of their journeys to the point of our interviews. After
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data collection and analysis from such varied experiences and perspectives, similar findings or
themes were identified to help bring understanding of the role in which spirituality was used for
all the participants in this study. The findings and themes of this study will be presented in the
following sections of this chapter.
Personalized Spirituality: “How I Believe”
Women participants in this study were asked how they defined and practiced spirituality.
It was important to know how women defined spirituality in order to provide a type of
foundation that would transfer to their understanding of how spirituality played a role in their
doctoral journeys. The definition that each woman gave showed where they might fall
developmentally in relationship to Parks’ (2000) Faith Development Theory. Since Parks’
theoretical model is not sequential but rather spiral, it was evident in the findings of this study
that women did not fall into one particular stage. Depending on the topic or context of their
story or experience, women’s spiritual knowing often landed in two or more stages. For the most
part, women were assured in their spiritual beliefs and might be seen as being in the last stage
called Conventional Knowing of Parks’ (2000) theory. Participants used phrases such as “how I
believe” and “personal belief” to not only stated how they felt individually, but also to recognize
that their beliefs and practices most likely differed from others on some level. They also
discussed how they shaped and developed the spiritual practice to fit their personal preferences
in making those connections. This personalized approach to spiritual beliefs and practice
influenced the way in which they each defined spirituality. The findings of this study supported
several research studies where an individualized definition of spirituality was developed based
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on personal experiences and religious practices that were used (Astin et al., 2011; Slee, 2000;
Zinnbauer et al., 1997).
Participants used their religious backgrounds, life experiences, and cultural influences to
help make-meaning of spirituality and personalize the way in which they utilized it. Each gave a
personal definition that was unique and individualized in nature. Spiritual definitions varied
among all participants despite the fact that some women shared the same religious and
denominational affiliations. Often the participants beliefs and practices were not always
consistent with the religion with which they were affiliated. Some participants shared how they
incorporated their religious backgrounds and practices into their own understanding of
spirituality. This separation of religiousness and spirituality has been supported by previous
studies (Zinnebauer et al., 1997; Tisdell, 2003). Slee (2004) discussed how a connection to
religious beliefs often help to develop women’s understanding spirituality and faith. Other
participants in this study who moved away from religious practice, developed spiritual
definitions separated from religion. Astin et al. (2011) found that students viewed spirituality in
an individualized way; and so, in turn, personalized their beliefs according to one’s own religious
beliefs and to what extent they incorporated spiritual practices. While many participants utilized
their affiliated religions as a catalyst for their spirituality, women were able to make a distinction
from the two.
A common way for women in this study to define spirituality was to connect it to a
higher being or something greater than themselves. For some women, a higher being represented
an individual such as God or Allah. Kelly shared: “I would define that as having a relationship
with something greater than yourself. And for me that would be God.” Kelly was one of several
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women in this study to connect spirituality with the presence of a higher being. “God” was a
common that name women used to personally identify that spirituality being. However, each
view of who “God” was varied greatly; even among women who practiced the same religion or
denomination.
Women would personalize their view of who that being was or how they viewed God
independent of their religious practices. For example, Mary shared how she did not view God as
she was traditionally taught: “Spirituality to me is a personal relationship with something greater
than yourself.” I asked Mary, as a Catholic, did she associate that relationship with God? She
responded: “Yes, but I don’t associate God as a male. So, I may- the Pope and I would have
long conversations.” She laughed and continued, “This Pope and I would get along a lot better
than the last one. Um, I don’t think something like God could be male or female at that level.”
Erin, too, talked about how she viewed God as “sexless.” So aside from how some women were
taught, they developed their own description of who God might be. For both, Mary and Erin,
viewing God to be non-gender specific was a way expanding their spirituality definition beyond
the scope of religious teachings.
Several women used the phrase “greater than yourself” to describe a being or presence
that to indicate that their belief in a higher being was beyond their understanding who might
know more than themselves. Women seemed to acknowledge a presence or power at work, but
perhaps could not be defined. Though several women named God or Allah as a higher presence,
a few indicated that they did not view God as a being or an individual. Janis described how she
perceived a spiritual presence:
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I think it is more of an energy entity. I don’t know if I would use the word god. I know
it’s helpful to have that sort of categorical name to assign belief of a higher power or
spiritual being… It’s more being energy, being conscious, being very aware of different
levels of energy vibration. I wouldn’t say I don’t believe in God and I wouldn’t say, I do
believe in God. Because it is so defined differently by every person… I think it’s fine if
other people believe in god and whoever they define it for themselves. For me, it’s much
more higher power in that I have that potential to participate in that higher power.
Janis’ response was an example of how she personalized her view of a higher power. She also
showed an openness to continue shaping her personal definition of it and how she might interact
with the presence.
Some women talked about being spiritually connected to a higher being by using terms
that were relational and interactional in nature. Vicky shared that her spirituality was based on a
relationship with “god” and explained her personal viewpoint: “So, spirituality, I look at it from
a general sense, your relationship with God. For me as a Christian, I look at it as my relationship
with Jesus Christ. You know, my savior.” The word, “savior” is a type of relational and
interactive word that meant the act of saving or providing help for Vicky.
Participants conveyed a sense of awareness that their definition of spirituality was
personal to them and differed from others’ views. Vicky prefaced her definition by stating: “If I
were meeting someone from another faith, I would probably explain that my belief is that there is
a purpose for me in the universe, greater than me. And that my purpose was through my creator,
God.” Vicky recognized that not everyone shared her spiritual beliefs and chose words in a way
to indicate that her definition was personal to her. Terry used the phrase “according to Terry”
during our discussion to acknowledge her views on spirituality most likely differed from others’
personal views. Phrases that indicated personal belief by participants were used to show respect

137
and acceptance of differing views. Participants showed tolerance to different viewpoints or
beliefs when talking about their spirituality in comparison to others.
Whether women in this study followed or rejected their religious backgrounds, religions
served a role to inform and be a filter for how participants defined personally defined spirituality.
Spirituality had become separated from religion for a few of the women who had not participated
in religious practice for some time. A few of the women shared that they had not really thought
about the existence of God and the role that spirituality might play in their lives. Some had
fallen out of religious practice because of conflicting perspectives. Cathy shared more about
what had been a source of disconnection for her:
I’m wondering, I always think about if we’re really thinking there is another coming, will
anyone recognize the Jesus that returns? I don’t know. I think it would be fascinating.
Um, I feel like a lot of people wouldn’t recognize; and some of those people would be
Christians. Might not recognize what a Christ-like figure in my mind would look like.
So, I don’t know. I think its more tradition. Had I been raised as Hindu or- my guess is
that is where I would fall, the tradition I had. I don’t know if it is right or wrong, but this
is what I know. I don’t have any other connections or other traditions.
For Cathy, belief or acknowledgement of higher being had been influenced by her culture and
tradition while growing up. As an adult, Cathy’s spirituality had evolved as well as developed
from questioning her cultural and traditional influences she had observed in society.
Participants shaped and developed a personal perspective on spirituality based on
acceptance or rejection of certain or all components of traditional religious beliefs. This type of
“sorting through” what types of beliefs was a way in which women in this study processed and
made meaning of their own spirituality. Often it was a gradual process for participants that
occurred throughout adulthood within various stages such as Parks’ (2000) Unqualified
Relativism and Probing Commitment. While religion was not completely abandoned for many,
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portions of those beliefs that women in this study could embrace were used, whereas other
conflicting beliefs were minimized or rejected. Irina shared that she worked towards a balance
of her spirituality and religious beliefs:
I consider myself as a liberal, but at the same time a religious person. For example, I’m
highly educated, but, I am also religious. And I try to balance… My religion helps me in
my spirituality. It’s interrelated. I cannot say this is this. Um, closely connected with
each other. So, if you believe in something… you believe in your beliefs and you are
raising your spirituality. For example, when I am praying, I am Muslim, and I don’t pray
five times a day. But I pray every morning. It’s the whole of my life… So, I think in this
moment your spirituality or your religion, you as a human, all this are very, very
connected.
Irina used the term “liberal” in her description of spiritual beliefs and practices as a departure
from traditional conservative practices of her religion. While she still believed in Allah, she
attributed her evolved beliefs from her appreciation for education and western cultural
experiences. These influences had given her an open mind to how practice and perceptions
might differ from the traditional practices of Islam in her home country. Although she
considered her spiritual definition to be more “liberal” than other followers of Islam, Irina’s
religious background and experiences helped shape her current definition of spirituality.
Religion also served as a starting point or a foundational piece for women in this study to
build upon their practice of spirituality. Erin used her Catholicism as a foundational piece of her
spirituality because that was how she had been raised. Erin’s childhood experiences in Catholic
school motivated her to develop a feminist lens in which to view and shape her spirituality. Erin
explained: “Being female was perceived and expressed to me as punishment… Because you
have a period, you’re being punished for Eve’s sin.” Erin worked through and processed these
types of misogynistic messages that she received while growing up. She shared how her
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spirituality evolved to embrace a more feminist stance: “It’s not like I became anti-Catholic. I
was kind of like, ‘There’s something not right. Something’s wrong with the rules.’ I had a
problem with rules.” Erin laughed at her self-confession and continued to explain:
I still have a problem with rules. So, when I started learning about feminism. And
started reading a lot… it helped me make sense bout my place. It helps me make sense
for my female students and ways to help them. It’s helping me with explaining things to
my daughter.
Erin used a combination of her experiences that were cultural and societal in nature, to help
shape how she defined her spirituality as an adult. She did not abandon her Catholicism, but
instead chose the more positive components to build her spirituality upon.
Cathy shared that she identified as a Catholic only culturally now. As an adult, she had
moved away from practicing Catholicism after she started to question those practices as a youth.
Like Erin, she attended Catholic school growing up. Cathy shared that, at times, she was
uncertain of how she stood in her spiritual definition:
I don’t know. I think [my religion] is more tradition. Had I been raised as Hindu or, my
guess is that is where I would fall, the tradition I had. It seems like god is a generic word.
You know, what I mean? If I say god, you might go somewhere. And if I say god to
somebody else, they’re going to go somewhere else.
Cathy shared her uncertainty when it came to her personal spirituality. She shared that she
respected the diverse thinking and religious practice among other people. While spirituality was
not something she actively practiced, she recognized that her preference and beliefs are personal
to her.
Several of the participants commented that their personal worldview did not always align
with religion. Each woman navigated those areas of conflict differently, some pulling close to
their spiritual or religious practices; others separated themselves from components of religion
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that cause the conflict. Gwen tended to separate her spiritual definition from religion. This
separation was due to how she felt her personal spirituality did not align with religion. Gwen
explained what she felt was the crux of the issue:
I guess the challenge for me in general is that it’s not a one-size fits all. I am thinking,
sometimes there is circumstances where it isn’t a one-size fits all. And I think, it’s like,
I’m not sure that’s “a sin”… I don’t just think believing makes you okay… It’s not just
blind faith… And I think that is when I started to fully challenge. I think the only thing
that has changed is to question and seek answers differently than I had when I was young.
Gwen used her questioning and disagreement with her religious beliefs from her youth to evolve
and develop as an adult to help her define her spirituality in a way that did not conflict with her
personal views.
As I talked with the women participants of my study, several acknowledged the
complexity of defining spirituality based on the diverse viewpoints of people. Mary stated, “It is
a difficult concept for me to wrap my head around because it doesn’t fit anybody else’s specific
definition.” Some struggled with spirituality because an exact definition seemed to elude them.
Cathy admitted: “I have a hard time with spirituality and connecting myself with it. It kind of
goes back into organized religious kind of thing.” Erin shared why her definition evolved,
Spirituality is bigger. It’s a much bigger, deeper, broader definition. I think it’s because
of the people I’ve been fortunate enough to meet and fortunate to get in contact with; that
I’ve embraced spirituality.
Participants used phrases such as “how I believe” and “personal belief” to not only state a
how they felt individually, but also to recognize that their beliefs and practices most likely
differed from others on some level. This personalized approach to embracing spiritual beliefs
and practices were evident in how women in this study defined spirituality. The findings of this
study support several research studies where individualized beliefs and practices were developed

141
based on personal experiences in work and religion were used (Zinnbauer et al., 1997). The
diversity, complexity, and broadness of spirituality beliefs had moved women to modify and
shape how spirituality was defined. It had become personalized and individualized among many,
if not all, of the women participants in this study.
Most women in this study exhibited a maturity and ownership to their spiritual beliefs.
This type of spirituality would support examples of tested commitment and/or convictional
commitment stages that generally occurs in mid-life for adults (Parks, 2000). Women in this
study were either in mid-life or approaching that life stage during their doctoral journeys. How
participants defined spirituality at the time of their doctoral journeys showed that they had
worked to make-meaning of spirituality within other contexts of their lives as well as finding
themselves on a journey to be a doctoral graduate.
Influencing Life Purpose and Goals: “I Want to Make a Difference”
In defining spirituality, participants often referred directly or indirectly to a life purpose
or goals in their spiritual discussions. Life purpose statements tended to be broad in nature.
Some aspirations were in the context of having a meaningful life, being happy, or feeling
satisfied. The act of becoming more self-aware or connected to their spirituality was a way for
individuals especially women might find that meaning or satisfaction (Howell, 2004). Often
statements involving meaning or purpose were described as being able to “make a difference” or
“to help others” where needed. Marshall’s (2009) study supported spirituality as a common
influencer or motivator for creating a desire to make an impact or help others. Other studies
found that spirituality played an influential or positive role in how women developed their life
purpose and goals (Greenway, 2006; Jablonski, 2005; Morris et al., 2005). Women in this study
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used their spirituality to help them make-meaning of purpose and goals that often are a result of
moving into the stage of Parks’ (2000) Confident Inner Dependence.
When a reference to life purpose or goals was made during the interviews, participants
were asked to expand upon what they meant. Life purpose or goals often were part of the
discussion when participants were asked what they considered to be a meaningful life. This
question was a general question among others to see where spirituality played a role in various
parts of life. The question regarding what each participant considered to be a meaningful life
also gave insight to their priorities, passions, and future endeavors. Women in this study
articulated their life purpose or goal in very personal ways that were unique not only to their life
experiences and desired direction, but often drew upon their own personal spirituality to discuss
them in a deeper level. Participant’s answers ranged from family focused to professional;
looking for opportunities to care and help for others.
Life Purpose and Goals
Participants were asked what they felt their life purpose was or how they would define a
meaningful life. For some participants, part of their spirituality involved playing a meaningful
role with their families. Two of the women gave simpler answers initially. Terry simply stated,
“Joy. Happiness.” Barb, also, shared, “Happiness. Being happy in your everyday. Doing
rewarding things.” As I talked with both women more in each of their interviews, I was able to
draw out what brought them happiness. The women who had young children at the time of this
interview indicated that family and children were focal points for their life purpose. For
example, Barb articulated, “I saw what my parents were able to do and to provide for myself and
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my sister. I want to carry that on… I want my children to have that; maybe even a better life.”
A goal for these women was a desire to make life better for their children.
Some women believed their purpose encompassed family and profession. Robin shared,
“My life is meaningful because I’ve done what I’ve wanted to do. I think nurturing
relationships… my husband and children… being a mom. Having a career that you are
passionate about.” The word “passionate” that Robin used was also mentioned in other
conversations I had with women. Having passion was an indicator of what might be a life
purpose type of goal.
In my conversation with Denise, she would often use the term “abundant life” as
something she was striving towards. As I asked her questions to clarify what she considered an
“abundant life,” our conversation led to the discussion of how she defines a meaningful life or
life purpose:
Abundant life is like, you may have life and have it abundantly. What does it look like?
It’s a process. I look at what I am doing and what I have in my life. It may be the state
of life like where I am in now, in transition. I feel like I am settling, and God does not
want me to settle… John 10:10 is what is really resonating with me for this year. “You
may have life and you may have life abundantly.”
Denise acknowledged that she was still trying to figure out what it was that God wanted her to
do. She struggled to articulate what exactly an abundant life looked like for her, but she
recognized that she was “settling”, and that God had a different purpose for her life. Like many
of the women in this study, Denise was looking for life purpose that would create a feeling of
fulfillment or satisfaction.
Life purpose was often connected to what women felt their spirituality or belief in a
higher being directed them to do. Vicky believed that “fulfilling God’s purpose” for her was
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important. Her perspective was that God had a plan or a way of living that he wanted for her;
however, she still felt she was in the process of discovering it. Her life and experiences were
ways in which that plan might be revealed. Helping people like her students that she came in
contact was perceived as part of God’s plan for her:
I know that there is a purpose for me being here at this time. It’ probably not real specific
and it could be carried out in different ways. It’s just that I was given certain talents or
gifts, and I would try to use those in a way that is useful.
I asked Vicky if she could identify an area where she felt useful. She answered quickly,
appearing to need no time to reflect:
Definitely with students. That’s where I was meant to be. I can tell right away. Because
prior to that, I was just working. And I struggled, trying to be a good example in the
workplace… But I was never really expected that I was making that big of a difference.
But I do see it in the students’ lives. I’ve always had the ability to encourage. So, I think
that is one of the things I’ve been meant to do.
For Vicky, her purpose in helping other was what she felt she was guided to do by her spiritual
relationship with God. Women were influenced and guided by their connection to a higher being
or presence to help them identify where to help others. This guidance often used to help identify
and plan long-term goals in their profession.
Some women were influenced by important people in their life who had encouraged them
spiritually. These individuals often served as role models either by their actions or their view on
life. Mary applied religious teachings and what was modeled by her grandparents in how she
defined a meaningful life:
I think it goes back to the teachings of Jesus. I want a meaningful life at the end to look
back and to say that I did for others as much as I could. I loved people regardless of who
they were. That I then pass all of that to my sons and grandchildren. I want the legacies
and love of my grandparents and those that I don’t even know.
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The consideration and acceptance of others was of importance to Mary. Her comment regarding
“I did for others” indicated her desire to do good and help those around her. Helping others was
a measurable goal for Mary and other women to fulfill life purpose and goals. Seeing the results
or the outcome of helping others was rewarding and gave life purpose and meaning.
While most of the participants, regardless of their religion connected their life purpose
and goals to their spirituality, some women did not necessarily make a personal connection to the
two. I asked Gwen if she felt a spiritual connection to helping others. She replied: “I suppose. I
mean there is definitely a connection. That would be called spiritual connection, I don’t know. I
never thought of the label for it. But maybe?” For Gwen in her definition of spirituality she
used words such as “helping others” and “becoming a better person. However, there was not a
direct connection to spirituality in their discussion of life purpose and meaning as it pertained to
them personally. Gwen’s response indicated a perspective that perhaps she had not processed
the thoughts on the topic before.
Among the other women interviewed, “helping others” was a predominant answer. Janis
related her life purpose to her work as an educator and student affairs worker. She shared a story
about helping a high school student who was disabled and struggled with self-esteem. This
young man had become jaded and untrusting of others with the expectation that he would always
be treated differently. Janis stated: “I treated him like I am treating you. We’re having a
conversation and we’re talking about this. And that was it. He came to my office almost every
day.” She described this young man and the progress she made in guiding him: “I really worked
with him. More so beyond my job description… He was brilliant. He was an artist. He was a
writer… very well read. He was completely misunderstood.” She shared that several years later,
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this student found her on Facebook and messaged her that if were not for her, he would never
have finished school: “I mean it’s a perfect success story. That to me, gives meaning to my life.
The one student at a time… I hope to do that every day that I am here when I interface with
students.” Janis saw her life purpose fulfilled through her work in helping others.
Women also recognized a type of two-pronged life purpose and goal. One side as
helping others, but another side of equal importance was bettering oneself. In some ways, the
two goals were often integrated, and one would be the result of the other and vice versa. Janis
shared that in order to help others, she felt it was important to become the best of herself. She
shared: “Being happy and healthy and being my best self. I’m interfacing with other people in a
way that helps them be their best self… Being a change agent.” Becoming the best of oneself or
learning to be better was another predominant answer among the women interviewed.
Gwen connected her definition of a meaningful life with her work with students and
learning to be a better person from her experiences. She shared an additional life purpose that
related directly with her desire to help others:
I think a meaningful life to me, is to – and here’s that teacher part again – is to give
myself to others so that they can grow and learn and give something of themselves to
others as well. I learn from that experience. And I become a better person.
The two purposes of helping others and becoming a better person seem to be related. Becoming
a better person in order to help others as in Janis’ story and helping others helps one become a
better person in the case of Gwen’s story. Here in both stories, becoming a better person was a
goal that played a dual role as both primary and secondary goals.
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Another type of life goal or purpose is being aware of others or aware of the context in
which one is living or working. Pam referred to the importance of taking the approach of
mindfulness in her spiritual connections. She described the approach:
Mindfulness is everywhere. It’s in education, in health, at work. It’s become a way to
decrease your stress and to be that whole person still that able person that you need to be.
And that, I can connect it to spiritual things.
Pam referenced mindfulness often during her interview. For her, it was a connection to
spirituality and learning. Pam especially appreciated the discussion and collaboration with
colleagues. Awareness or mindfulness was a common goal for Pam and other women in this
study.
Awareness of others was termed differently by the other women. While Pam’s awareness
was more internally focused, Cathy’s description of awareness of others was externally focused.
Her definition tied directly her definition of spirituality as “being able to consider what is
happening” and “how to interact with others.” Her definition seemed to connect with her desire
to help others as a life purpose: “If I think of, you know, maybe being a good citizen or being a
decent person, I might you know.” Cathy, though, would not describe herself as a spiritual
person and also separated her work from her personal life. Women shared that bring this type of
awareness or mindfulness along in their professional and academic pursuits was instrumental.
They used this awareness to navigate the various journeys and in turn utilized this mindfulness
and self-awareness during their doctoral journey.
Fulfilling Purpose Through Career and Education
Several women in this study indicated that helping others or bettering themselves was a
life purpose. In my interviews, often life purpose and goals were part of the spiritual definition
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that many women in this study indicated. Interestingly, women saw their choice of job
profession as a way of living out or fulfilling what they felt was their life purpose. All women in
this study worked in the field of education whether it was directly or indirectly working with
students. In fact, helping others was often tied to many women’s choice of career. This
particular finding that showed career and profession choices influenced by spirituality is resonant
of the faith development stages in Parks’ (2000) theory where she discusses forms of
dependence. The stage of confident inner dependence highlights how adults are encouraged
through their spirituality and secureness of self to pursue opportunities that will tap into that
inner voice (Evans et al., 2009).
During my interviews with participants, women shared the ways in which they felt they
were helping others through their profession. Gwen who worked in education her whole life
from elementary and now higher education, shared a story of playing the role of encourager and
supporter with a student who was suffering health issues and researching into the cause: “The
journey of helping this student was challenging. It was starting to take a toll on me and my
family life, but it was intense. But it felt good to play a role somehow.” The relationship that
was created in helping this student and others was important to Gwen.
Women shared that the act of role modeling was an important way of helping others in
their profession. For some, role modeling for students was an intentional interaction for several
women. Terry shared that her position in student services allowed her to encourage many
students “to do better, see better, be a role model to other people.” Terry reflected that it was a
role she often found herself in: “But for some reason there is someone always in my life where I
need to show this person that you can do it like I did.” Terry felt a connection to her own
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personal story of pushing past challenges. She saw her personal journey towards her educational
and professional as an example to which her students might be encouraged by.
Interestingly, some women felt that helping others also extended beyond their profession
to how they helped family members. Some indicted that their life purpose had a spiritual
component to it. For Gwen, her spiritual connection was through helping others in her work and
relationships:
You know, I’ve often said, “it’s not that you want the work to define you, but I really do
think that what I do has kind of really been my life’s calling”… So, I feel that it’s, you
know, although I am starting to feel more towards relationships that work in terms of my
spiritual connection. And it could probably be because I have grandchildren. So, those
kinds of things. Different connections. But, I think those two things would be the most
prevalent since I don’t go to church anymore if I need to be spiritual.
The relationships where Gwen felt a purpose in helping others also extended to her family
members. Gwen who was older and towards the later years of her profession envisioned a way
that she was extending that “life’s calling” from her students to her family.
Another participant talked about how her life purpose was connected to her profession.
As someone who did not originally start off in education, Vicky indicated that she felt a strong
connection to her role as an educator and helping students. Vicky shared how she felt her current
profession was a place where she was meant to be:
Definitely with students. Definitely, that’s where I was meant to be. I can tell right
away. Because prior to that, I was just working. And I struggled, trying to be a good
example in the workplace. And how I acted and how I treated people. But I was never
really expecting that I was making that big of a difference. But I do see it in students’
lives. And, ah, I just see that being surrounded by adults that love them and acknowledge
them and help them find the gifts that God has placed in their lives is a good thing to do.
I’ve always had the ability to encourage. So, I think that is one of the things I’ve been
meant to do. You know, encourage others in a way that’s appealing to God.
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Being able to encourage her students, Vicky felt that she is using her “gifts” and skills to help
others. This was an important spiritual connection for her. Like Vicky, participants in this study
shared they appreciated the sense of being useful and how it spiritually for them.
Another participant shared how her profession in student services was a spiritual
connection for her. Janis identified that work was a way for her to connect spiritually. She
shared that she specifically concentrates on helping other people:
I’m trying to pay attention to … helping other people do what they need to do, sort of
empowering other people and in that sense, it’s spiritual for me because it’s almost
altruistic in terms of really trying to do it for the right reasons.
Janis found that it was important to develop an awareness for helping people. This awareness
helped her determine what were people’s needs. This awareness was connected to Janis’
spiritual definition and her profession was a way in which she might live her life purpose out.
Several of the women looked for positive results or outcomes to help them determine if
they were fulfilling their life purpose. Nancy shared that it was important to know that she could
contribute and have an impact on someone else:
I’m happy in knowing that I personally have done something that is going to help others.
That is what I really strive for…The path has led me here. When you look back at my
journey, it’s just really unprecedented… It just makes sense. I can say in my life, I know
where I am supposed to be, and I know there is a purpose for why I am here… And so, I
would say that in an active role that God plays in my life right now. In hopes that I can
make up for it and that there are things that I can still do that will please him. He is a big
driver of that.
She believed that the spiritual relationship that she had with God influenced how she saw her
purpose playing out in her work. Again, this type of awareness spiritually served as a guide on
how women felt they could be useful.
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Mary believed that her spirituality created an awareness to identify needs in the people
she works with. She shared how spirituality helped her discover this awareness and in turn
utilize that awareness to see where she might best serve. She explained:
Spirituality has made me realize that adult students, students at this time are facing many,
many more things than we faced growing up. And so many of my students are parents
and working full-time.
Being able to empathize with students has been a result of Mary’s spirituality. In turn, she used
that understanding of challenges to help and encourage her students.
Mary’s story articulated two additional points that was observed in other women’s stories
of connecting spirituality with awareness of how to help others. First, awareness led to
intentional actions to act upon those discoveries. Second, the connection spirituality and helping
others influenced each other. She used spirituality to help her be able to fulfill where she felt her
purpose; yet, in turn, the act of fulfilling this desire to help other helped strengthen her spiritual
connections. Spirituality was used in developing personal and professional goals for
participants. Participants appreciated the spiritual and positive connection knowing that what
they did professionally made an impact on other and in turn, felt that they were bettering
themselves.
Doctoral Journey - Means to a Goal
Many of the participants of this study drew a direct connection from their personal life
purpose and goals to their doctoral journey. Most all women interviewed believed that achieving
a doctorate was a step to fulfilling the life purpose to which they had identified. Vicky explained
that the doctorate would fit into what her purpose to “enrich” what she was currently doing by
helping students.
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For some women, the doctoral program represented hope. Erin shared in regard to the
doctoral program providing the education she needed to further her profession, “I have a
stepping stone for something else. I don’t feel trapped. I felt I had nothing. I had no place to
go.” The doctoral program gave Erin her hope for developing professionally and opening up the
door for new opportunities where she might play an effective role in helping future students.
Kelly believed that God played a direct role in showing her purpose and direction.
Sometimes, the challenge for Kelly was trying to discern what God was showing her or in what
direction God was guiding her. In her doctoral journey, Kelly has experienced anxiety and
uncertainty due to the fact that she has been struggling to finish. She shared her thoughts,
I mean I get anxious, because I don’t know. I’ve gotten better with it, this dissertation
journey. Sometimes, I get so worked up. What’s wrong with me? Why can’t I do this?
I don’t know the purpose in this. Or what God’s trying to tell me in this. So, I just try to
hang in there… Sometimes it’s clear to me why I am doing this. Why God is asking me
to do this... maybe this is one of those times when it’s not about me… this is a life lesson
about me; maybe this journey of mine is meant to have an impact on somebody else at
some point? But I don’t know. So, I’m just trying to go with the flow right now.
Interestingly, Kelly shifted her focus on the purpose from just completing her doctorate to get to
the journey itself. The journey had provided her opportunities to grow in how she played a role
to serve others. Kelly reconciled that the journey was a learning experience for her and the end
result of her hard work had yet to be revealed. She indicated that she trusted that whatever the
end result would be would help her fulfill the purpose God has for her.
Other women looked at the process of the doctorate as a tool to help them discover and
develop awareness about the world around them. Monique determined that her doctoral journey
was one of “discovery.” She believed it allowed her to discover who she was and raised
awareness of the things she had done and why she had done them: “You’re not aware of it, but
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then you discover your inner self and your outer self by the things that you do. So, I could not
have done this without going to this specific program.” Like Monique, women recognized that
the doctoral journey itself provided opportunities to help them reach their professional goals.
Spirituality in this study’s findings played either a director or indirect factor for some
participants to determine career and professional goals in order to fulfill a type of spiritual
fulfillment or connection. Deciding to pursue a doctoral degree was one step of many for
participants to reach these professional goals. The pursuit of a doctoral degree indirectly helped
satisfy or fulfill a spiritual purpose for some of the participants in this study.
Spirituality Guidance: Moral Discernment and Decision Making:
“What’s My Plumb Line?”
Often individuals will look to their spirituality in matters concerning guidance and
direction (Saggio & Rendon, 2004). How spirituality is utilized as a resource in this area varies
from person to person depending on what they might believe as discussed earlier in this study’s
findings. Some may look towards a higher presence and/or draw from an inner spiritual strength.
Women in this study indicated that they used their spirituality as a way to guide them various
areas of their lives such as discerning their moral compass and making career and academic
decisions. Spiritual guidance might be viewed as a tool to help navigate not only through
personal experience, but also college experiences as well (Patton & McClure, 2009). These
finding were supported by other studies where students shared that their spirituality gave them
direction not only personally, but also helped them with decision making in career and academic
goals (Bigham, 2008; Govan, 2012; Patton & McClure, 2009).
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Spirituality was viewed by participants as one of many resources available to them when
seeking guidance or direction. Spiritual support was drawn from a variety of resources such as
teachings and their spiritual communities. Women used spirituality often in combination with
processing verbally with others and relying on their own personal decision-making processes.
Spirituality offered a lens for women to process decisions and perspectives. In this particular
study spiritual guidance help to inform women in two areas: moral discernment and career and
academic decision-making.
Guidance in Moral Discernment
Spirituality provided discernment and guidance as a way of life in developing a moral
compass to determine right or wrong. Women expressed that their spirituality provided guidance
in how to live their lives. Part of this guidance also included a type of moral code. Guidance
was representative for some women as their relationship with a higher being. Spirituality
informed their moral code on how to conduct their relationships and interact with others.
Women used guidance from spiritual teachings and beliefs to help them in their daily
interactions with others. Terry, who was raised Baptist, followed the teachings of her church to
help her understand who God was. Believing in God helped her with what she called the
“Christian walk” or her spiritual practice. She termed it as a “walk” based on actions and
behaviors she felt she should use each day. For example, it was important to her not only to be
kind and help others, but Terry was strong in her position that as Christians she felt, “we are not
to judge.” She explained, “My walk means that I follow God and love others. How I treat
people is important. I am not the judge what people do, God is. I am called to love others.” In
Terry’s profession in higher education, she shared that she works with diverse individuals.
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Loving others is important to her rather than judging people based on their differences. Terry
shared that she used her belief in God and spiritual teachings to inform her about how she should
interact and work with others.
Women talked about using various types of spiritual teaching to inform them on how to
interact with others. In a conversation about learning how to trust others, Barb shared a sermon
she heard once from her pastor that made an impression upon her regarding trust. She
recollected the message to me:
I think he, his whole message was that you have to trust in the Lord with our life. I think
for me, [God] has our lives planned out. So, if you take step A that’s what [God] wants
you to do. And when you are on that journey, you just have to believe and trust that’s the
journey you’re supposed to be on.
Trusting in the outcomes is part of Barb’s perspective on trust and relationships. Her response
was open-minded to wait and see what resulted from decisions and actions she takes. Barb used
spiritual teachings to help inform her on how to build trust not only spiritually with God but how
to interact with others.
Vicky who was an ethics professor, shared that this topic came up often in her classes.
Vicky shared that she talked to her students how the use of a plumb line helps measure if
something is straight or not. Determining a plumb line was a method of measuring whether
something vertical is upright and straight. It is referenced in biblical times as using a tool with a
cord with a non-magnetic weight attached to the end (Merriam-Webster, 2014). In fact, she used
the concept of discerning what an ethical “plumb line” to determine right and wrong. She shared
how she used this concept in a writing assignment for her students. She shared:
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I ask my students, “What is your plumb line?” And, um, so they will get back to me.
And some of them, in their assignment, if they have a strong faith background, will say
the bible. Others will say what they learned from home.”
Using Vicky’s terminology, I asked her what she used for her plumb line. Vicky shared:
So, I always look at what Jesus taught that, love the Lord your God with your heart, soul,
strength, mind. And love your neighbor as yourself. And so, I kind of find if I use those
two things, that I can kind of test it. Am I loving God if I do this? Am I loving my
neighbor if I do this? And I kind of think, if I ask those two questions, I can kind of sort
out what is right and wrong. That is what I use.
Here Vicky explained how her belief in God and religious practice helps inform how she
determines right and wrong. She indicated that she used two types of relational questions:
1) What was her relationship with God? and 2) Was she relational with those around her, her
neighbors? The use of spiritual self-reflection for Vicky was an important tool in discerning a
type of moral code.
Following a higher presence or God for several of the women, involved allowing that
presence to be a type of authority figure or accepting that that presence may be more informed.
For Denise, who identified herself as Christian, she talked about the practice of submitting to a
higher power or God. “It’s the acknowledgement of something greater, something much bigger
than you that has control of the universe. If you will, an acknowledgment and a submission to it.
Help you find God. Help you do.” Here Denise used the term “submission” to help explain her
understanding of believing in something that knows more than you. The term was used to
indicate a type of yielding to guidance or direction given by a higher presence. Submission for
Denise was a way to be disciplined the teachings of her spiritual beliefs.
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Some women shared that they believed there was a common moral code that all should
follow despite one’s personal spiritual or religious beliefs. Robin talked about treating others
with respect that made sense for everyone:
I think it is pretty much common sense. You know, if you are a Christian and if you are
not a Christian, I mean, is it hurtful to somebody? Is it disrespectful to somebody? There
are some basics… But I am going to tell you one word. You have one word – respect.
Then it’s okay if you are respectful to people, to property, to yourself… then it is the
right thing to do.
An indicator of right and wrong for Robin is how people treat one another. She used “respect”
as a descriptive word for how she believed those around her should be treated.
The word “love” was often used among some women who had a spiritual connection to
discerning a moral code. Mary shared that love was an important factor in determining her
moral code. She shared how her spirituality helped her to navigate what was right and wrong:
Maybe it’s more of a physical thing, ”Do no harm.” Also, that you are doing things out
of love… The idea is that you get that the love for those standing behind you is greater
than the love of the person standing in front of you. Maybe that’s the way to look at that.
Mary referenced the people that she came in contact with as those she should love. Love here
was defined as doing positive types of actions that were motivated from a place of respect and
kindness. Mary’s response also indicated that there was love or respect that might be received in
return.
Interestingly, findings showed that some participants deferred to others such as spiritual
influences to help them determine a personal moral code or to inform them how to treat others.
Depending on the context of conflict or situation, participants in this study might be at various
stages within Park’s (2000) theory in the developmental area of forms of dependence. Most
participants who discussed moral code generally ranged in the Fragile Inner Dependence stage to
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Interdependence stage. Professionally when working with others, participants were considerate
of differing views while confident in their own which would place them in Interdependence
stage. When conflict or situations were more personal and dealt with personal relationship, some
participants. This particular finding within guidance for moral determination was a foundational
piece similar to how women defined spirituality. It gave insight to how women understood and
made-meaning of their spirituality during their doctoral journeys and how they navigated
conflicts that might arise during that time period.
Guidance for Career and Academic Decision-Making
Women used spirituality to guide them in many different ways and different contexts.
Among the women interviewed, decisions regarding advanced degrees were considered career
decisions. It was the main motivator for women to pursue a master’s or doctoral degree.
Women drew from various resources to help inform and guide them in deciding what were next
steps in career and academic areas. Spiritual guidance was used for decision was prominent
throughout often indirectly in their stories of times they used spiritual guidance to assist them in
their decision making.
From discussion of the previous finding of how participants were influenced by the
spirituality to pursue certain professional directions, this particular finding focuses more on the
actual guidance that is sought in taking action-steps towards their goals. For example, seeking
God’s guidance in her academic pursuits was not uncommon for Nancy. Throughout my
interview with Nancy, she would comment on the fact that her journey to this point had not been
a straight path. Her response explained how God had guided her:

159
God’s divine grace to help me persevere because this is such a different area. I need
God’s oversight in order for me to stay the course and do that because it’s not like you
know, one day, I woke up and said, “I am going to do this.”
In Nancy’s response, God’s continued guidance was important to her as she continued in her
perseverance for a doctoral degree. For Nancy, spirituality helped guide her in reflection on past
career and academic steps and informed her for future decisions.
Some women who currently struggled in their work to finish their doctorate, had a
different perspective when looking at how they made their decisions in hindsight. Kelly
reflected that her decision had been somewhat impulsive for her. Kelly reflected on how she
made the decision to pursue her doctorate: “I probably did not bounce it off of anybody. I
usually wouldn’t do that.” After a couple of moments of reflection, Kelly added: “I probably
prayed about that. Usually when things come to me that way, I think it’s God sending them my
way. I think I was beginning para-menopause!” she laughed as she looked back to remember.
Kelly shared that a cohort did not have enough people and so her employer reached out to her
and some of her co-workers. With some conversations of encouragement from her colleagues,
Kelly decided that she would enroll. Kelly shared that she had worked through her process
internally along with prayer.
When women faced challenges or stagnation in moving forward in their careers, they
often looked for ways to overcome those obstacles. For many women, pursuing a doctorate
seemed like a logical next step to reach their career goals. Mary sought spiritual guidance after
running into roadblocks in advancing her career. She stated: “I think for me, I did pray a lot on
whether or not to do this because I had started it when I had a job and then, I lost the job. Then, I
had to decide.” Mary continued to share discussion she had in her mind over the reasons why or
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why not she should start the doctoral program: “But for me, it’s a lot of making sure I am doing
the right thing. I stop, and I say, ‘Is this what’s best for me? For my family?’” Praying and
seeking guidance on her career decision making was an important spiritual action for Mary to
take. Mary’s decision to pursue her doctorate was career decision in which she used spiritual
guidance in her decision-making.
Women who did not necessarily believe in God, used their own meditative way to seek
direction in their careers and academic pursuits. Janis relied mostly on her ability to work out
her decision-making process and mapping of the direction that she wanted to go. Janis had
shared that praying for things spiritually meant taking those questions or desires and “putting
them out to the universe.” When asked how this approach applied to her deciding to pursue her
doctorate, Janis replied:
Not so much. Um, I pretty much script things how I want them to go and it generally
comes to fruition. I don’t, I don’t have a lot of struggles or issues that I need to, you
know, pray about it or my version of putting it to the universe. Um, it’s not, it’s not
usually that kind of thing. Usually, um, just more of a positive, “Let’s move forward
together” in a positive kind of way. Um, not necessarily looking for direction or
guidance, but maybe just support?
Janis indirectly referred to believing in a type of fate where things work out positively on
directions and decisions that she thoughtfully committed to doing. She explained her approach
of “putting it out to the universe” for things in which she was hoped would come about.
Meditation and positive thinking in the context of spirituality was used by Janis for support in
those decisions.
Some women used spiritual guidance not only in decision-making, but to understand the
motivation or get a better perspective to understand the decision-making process. Vicky said she
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prayed about the reasons for returning to school before she started. Her prayers centered on
trying to discern her motivation for wanting to pursue a doctorate and if it was the right decision
for her. She shared some of the thought process with me:
I really did struggle with that, through that. And I kind of just left it out there when I
would pray, if this is not what I am supposed to do, um, I need to know this. I need to
know. More obstacles? Am I supposed to get through those obstacles? Am I supposed
to persevere? Are those obstacles there because it is a closed door? And for me, so far,
the doors have opened pretty easily… I told myself, too, if I see that this extra work is
tearing apart my marriage and my life in general and I’m too stressed, I’ll drop it. It’s
always kind of like that feeling, like Lent, giving things away. It was always that feeling,
“Lord, if this isn’t right, I’ll put it down. And if it is right, then I’ll keep going.”
Vicky sought guidance regarding her doctorate. Looking for signs such as “closed doors” or
establishing priorities were ways for her to spiritually discern if challenges were road blocks or
signs to quit. Women used spiritual guidance not only to look for affirmative answers in their
decisions, but to see the larger picture of possible future obstacles or difficulties they might
encounter during their doctoral journey.
Spiritual guidance revealed various the various stages of spiritual development for
women. Most women in this study worked through the decision-making process utilizing their
own spirituality that lean on using the balance of inner dialogue and faith as described with the
Confident Inner Dependence Stage (Parks, 2000). However, spiritual guidance in this particular
area for participants involved ways to process decisions on their own using spirituality as a tool
for reflection and meaning-making.
Spiritual Support and Personal Accountability: “It’s on Me”
Seeking support in a common way for individuals to cope or work through difficult
situations in life. Challenges may be encountered not only in personal relationships and life
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seasons, but also in career and in academic pursuits. During my interviews with the participants
of this study, it was important to understand how women faced challenges in the various areas of
their lives. There seemed to be a type of tension between seeking support but feeling a sense of
personal accountability. Most all participants expressed a personal accountability and shared
how they navigated seeking spiritual support in the journey that they each owned. Participants
shared how they worked through challenges with their own abilities and used the supportive
resources that were available to them. Several participants shared stories about how their
spirituality helped get them through difficult events. Several studies on spirituality in academic
pursuits found that students often used spiritual support in various forms to help them overcome
challenges and obstacles that they faced (Bryant, 2007; Govan, 2012; Howell, 2004; Saggio &
Rendon, 2004: Wood & Hilton, 2012).
Spirituality for many of the women in this study was interwoven into various parts of
their lives; and so, it was commonly used as a supportive resource for participants. Some
participants felt empowered to use spiritual support while other looked to their own skill and
abilities first before seeking it out. Understanding how women might use spiritual support
helped to understand the role spirituality might play during each woman’s doctoral journey. Ali
& Kohun (2007) posited that students indicated that social support was essential while working
towards their doctoral degree. Women in this study echoed similar sentiments, however it was
observed that personal accountability was a determining factor into how women viewed the role
of spiritual support. While spiritual support was utilized in both areas of personal and doctoral
pursuits, participants had a strong sense of personal accountability to work through any
challenges while pursuing doctoral degrees. The stories of personal challenges that participants
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encountered during their doctoral journeys helped provide a context in which to understand the
supportive role and resource in which spirituality played during the doctoral journey.
Spiritual Support During the Doctoral Journey
Women in this study shared stories that involved using spiritual support during their
doctoral journey. Seeking spiritual support often occurred in the context of facing some type of
challenge that women felt they lacked physical or mental strength to work through. Denise
shared how she had felt stuck in the dissertation process. She commented on how she tried to
process why she had been challenged with progressing forward. Denise explained her need to
“submit to the process”:
For some reason, this seems like a mountain that doesn’t have to be. I need to have faith
like a mustard seed and move this mountain! So, when I went a life culture retreat and
the minister was absolutely awesome! He was like “That thing is done.” I’m like, I’m
thinking, “This is a mountain.” He’s like, “That’s done. Just submit so you can get
everything else done.” I said, “Maybe this is not a big deal. I’m making it a big deal.” I
need to look at it instead of making it so big and awesome. I just have to take it apart
piece by piece; and just pushing aside everything else and press forward.
When Denise needed encouragement or motivation, she sought it out through her faith and
events such as the retreat she attended to encourage her. These resources provided a spiritual
support for Denise that not only would motivate her, but also helped her to reflect upon what
were her obstacles in completing her degree.
For some participants, the doctoral journey had been a long one. Women in this study,
who were progressing at a slower rate and had faced several obstacles, used spirituality as a way
to cope with setbacks and difficulties. Irina discussed her desire to teach in her home country.
She indicated that she will face difficulty in having a doctorate from the U.S. recognized in her
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home country not to mention possible challenge of finding employment. She shared how
spirituality played a supportive role for her in this journey:
This is my spirituality. To be helping people. And use my knowledge to help people.
What I just learned from life, then this is life. And I say, “Okay.” And now I am just
looking at everyone, everywhere, all situations. For me it is a sign from Allah. Okay, it
should be done because I need to go through this. It’s not your problem you are faced
with this person or with this situation. This is from Allah and you need to overcome this
challenge; do everything. But even though, uh, how to say, keep not to harm someone in
this challenge.
Irina realized that the challenge she faced. She shared that she looked to Allah for support and
encouragement. Irina talked about how Allah helped her with stress and depression. She shared
how she often dealt with the discouragement in facing the task completing her dissertation. She
stated that Allah had helped her develop patience as a way to cope:
With this patience, Allah helps me, cause if you are worrying a lot, then you have
problems. Health problems. You cannot sleep. Stress. Depression. And in that
moment, it helps me, spiritually. Spirituality helps a lot. Although, I have, from my
family, Allah hears prayers. Allah helps me. I believe that.
While Irina faced uncertainties of how her professional future would work out, she found a way
to rely upon her spirituality to navigate the feeling of stress and discouragement. However, she
believed that Allah would provide help and encouragement.
While some participants sought a higher being or presence for spiritual support, some
saw family and friends as a resource that helped bring spiritual encouragement. Erin credited
people she has met along the way of her doctoral journey for the spiritual support and
encouragement that she had received. Erin described what she experienced from receiving
spiritual support from others:
To have the inner strength. The perseverance. And the absolute, awe-inspiring
gratefulness for all the people I have met along the way. The amazing people, I have met
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on this path to getting my degree. I just encountered some of the most giving, helpful,
caring people. Professors, friends of theirs, classmates, I mean, it’s been spiritually
nurturing. That it revives the “there is good people in this world”… I try to thank them
as much as possible, because that’s spiritual to pray to yourself, to thank God or whoever
is listening, is one thing. But to thank that person themselves, to send them a note.
“Thank you for taking the time to talk to me.” “You know, thank you for meeting with
me.” “You know, thank you for going to lunch with me.” That, I think, we need more of
that.
Erin was able to identify spiritual support when it was offered to her. It helped revive her
“belief” in the goodness of people and feeling grateful.
Similar stories were shared by several other women in this study. Yet, spiritual support
was not always sought after as an immediate go-to for women. Most all of the participants found
a sense of personal accountability in facing challenges or just working through the process of
completing their doctoral degrees. For several participants, spiritual support was used when
women felt it necessary to rely upon it and when they felt they needed help beyond their own
merits.
Personal Accountability in the Doctoral Journey
As women in this study shared their stories during the interviews, there was a strong
sense of personal accountability to work through personal challenges. Even for participants that
discussed using spiritual support in both personal and doctoral journeys, most all of the
participants felt that there were actions steps they needed take when faced with obstacles or
things beyond their control.
For example, in some of the personal stories there was a strong belief that if they put their
mind to it or worked hard enough, they could accomplish the task or make it through. Barb
stated that once she “puts her mind to something,” she just does it: “I think I’ve had my own
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motivation. I have a very competitive inner drive… I’m not that much of a procrastinator. Like
if I know something needs to be done, I just do it.”
Barb relied on her self-determination to accomplish her goal. Self-determination was a
type of personal strength that many women hoped to draw upon in completing their
determination. In this example, Barb hoped to utilize that same self-determination in her
doctoral journey. The act of putting your mind to it was a type of accountability believing that if
she made the decision to want it, she would just do it.
When participants felt that they struggled with personal strength or motivation, they
shared that they used deadlines that they hoped to force them to personally complete the work at
despite the obstacles they were personally challenged by. Cathy said that she used fear alongside
setting deadlines in times that she was face with something she didn’t want to do. She shared:
I have to set deadlines. I don’t always meet deadlines. Usually, it’s like the thing with
the dissertation is different. It’s a long-term thing as opposed to a short-term thing. It
doesn’t have as much urgency as some other things might hold.
Mary, too, liked to give herself small deadlines. For many of the participants, deadlines
represented ways to help them be accountable. Erin commented: “I need deadlines. That’s my
instant motivator. I try to play those little mind games.” Setting deadlines gave women a type of
motivating push to complete their work. It also was a concrete way for women to keep
accountable for the work that was required of them.
Interestingly, some participants who were very active spiritually in their personal life
admitted to not really seeking spiritual support regarding their doctoral work. Vicky who
practiced prayer regularly, admitted that she doesn’t pray for her academic work. She laughed
and processed the reason aloud to me in our interview: “Why not? I do that in every other area
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of my life. ‘I’m having trouble with this.’ Hello?” And then she replied, “Thank you.” As if
the question reminded her that she could pray for her academic work, too. Vicky’s response
highlighted a type of focus of personal accountability in regard to their doctoral work.
For some participants, how they viewed the doctoral work as far as priority or it’s place
in part of the grand scheme of life seemed to indicate that it did not measure the same as other
life events. Robin felt she couldn’t pray or seek spiritual support regarding her doctorate. She
preferred to keep it separate because of the level of priority it took compared to things she felt
were more needed for spiritual support. She explained:
I’d say I don’t use spirituality to—I kind of separate. Like for example, this doctoral
program, this education, like any of this stuff. Like that’s on me. It’s almost like, “I need
a diamond ring. Please Lord get me a diamond ring.” It’s like education and that. Like
if I were struggling, a college student with no support? I think I would probably pray
about it. But this is sort of like a diamond ring. It’s not something I’m going to pray
about. It’s something I better do on my own if I want it bad enough.
In many ways, her reference to a diamond ring example showed that at this point in her life
having a doctorate was something she desired but not a necessity. For Robin, she believed
working on her doctorate was up to her.
While the doctorate had personal value to each woman, many women in this study felt
that it was not in the same category of other things they might pray about or seek spiritual
support. Participants often sought spiritual support and prayed for others rather than themselves.
Erin shared her personal perspective by comparing her prayer life to her mother’s, who was a
devout Catholic:
I think my prayers are more for the big things. I think that’s because I, myself, am a very
deep, heavy person. I’m a thinker. I think things big. And I often think, feel that my
thoughts are too big to share. They’re too complex to share with others. And I usually
keep them to myself. And so, the prayer is on those big things. My mother is a daily,
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little- (laughing). St Francis is her guy. It’s her go to… She is praying to St Anthony. I
tell her, “Please leave the poor guy alone. There’s other people in this world, okay?”
You know, I think when it comes on me, it’s a personal responsibility… I think that, I’m
not waiting for anyone walking on water. Wine to start multiplying. I really do believe
you have to do it yourself. (laughing)
Erin found that her accountability was an important part of her role in life and in her doctoral
degree. She believed that she had a personal responsibility to work hard and problem solve
when she faced challenges.
When asked about seeking spiritual support through prayer, Gwen remarked, “I probably
pray about the big stuff. Not like I am praying for a good grade (laughs). No, I think we need to
study.” Gwen acknowledged that in reflection she does not practice spirituality as far as prayer
within the context of her doctoral journey:
I tend to not so much now that I think of it. Not so much pray for me as I do for others,
the benefit for others… Most of the time, I just chastise myself. I’m just so on myself
about doing what I think I need to be doing or being where I should be, not being in the
pace that I want to be. And I just keep thinking I don’t know why I am not there. And
that is something that I should do a little more about that. I tend to not do so much for
myself.
When asked “why not?”, Gwen at first replied that she didn’t know. After a few moments,
Gwen had a moment to process her thoughts. Her first remarks were about her own ability in
doing the doctoral work:
I feel I should be able to. And I know I can do this. And why aren’t I? Why am I
making choices to do something different when I know I should be sitting and writing?
… So, I’m very encouraging to others. I’m very encouraging to others. To the point
where people are moving way along. And doing things and not taking credit for it. But
it’s like I’ll do that for someone else. And I’ll leave myself.
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For Gwen, the act of praying for others was equivalent to helping and giving encouragement to
others, putting them first. Through verbally processing during our interview, it was interesting
that she realized that she could seek spiritual support herself as well.
Lena shared how she handled her doctoral challenges, especially in writing her
dissertation. She shared her way of thinking: “My natural character is to take charge and take
control when I am confronted with situations. I tend to go into, ‘Okay, what needs to get done?
What happens?’” Lena, like other women, tried to resolve their doctoral challenges first rather
than seek support from other resources. Lena, who also practiced prayer and spirituality
regularly in her personal life, shared that she did not pray about her doctoral work. As we talked
about how she practiced her spirituality through prayer, I asked her how prayer played a role in
her schooling. She replied:
I don’t necessarily pray about my dissertation or finding participants or anything like that.
I am conscious not to allow my school work to prioritize over my walk with God or my
husband or let it be a priority over my children. For me, it’s God, my husband, my
children, work. You know. So, that’s kind of my order.
It seemed that while Lena answered my question in one way, she also referenced a concern for
her that school might take priority over her faith or spirituality. Perhaps, she felt that praying
about school-related issues would substitute issues that were of a higher priority.
Some women in this study did not feel like they had to make a choice between personal
responsibility and seeking spiritual support. Their stories shared a level of comfort of balancing
both ways of confronting challenges in their doctoral journeys. Irina spoke about the balance
between working hard and looking to Allah for help. She shared her belief:
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Trust God. Trust Allah. But do your best. Okay, is you do not. If you do not, you
know, do anything. Allah will not help… Even though Allah helps me. I know I need to
work hard. Allah likes hard workers.
Terry was another participant in this study who utilized both personal accountability
spiritual support during her doctoral journey. She talked about the hard work that she had done
to get her to the point where she was, but then credited her faith in God with receiving spiritual
support in the process. She shared her struggle with seeking spiritual support for God, thinking it
was too much to ask. She shared the apprehension she felt when turning in her qualifying exam.
Her husband reminded her of all her hard work that she had done and what she had been capable
of doing. She shared:
But you know, you ask a lot of God personally. And I was convinced I shouldn’t ask for
anything else. Me and my husband said a prayer before I turned it. And when we got our
results back, I remember crying. And I remember my husband saying… (Terry teared
up) “You earned it… Nobody gave it to you… And the moment that you think God is not
with you, you have to know that he is with you.”
Terry experienced the pride at knowing she had done the work herself. Yet, in her moment of
doubt and anxious thoughts, she utilized prayer to get the spiritual support she needed. The type
of spiritual support she looked for in this example was not feeling isolation or being alone in her
challenges.
The personal accountability was important to the women in this study. They saw their
own resolve and determination to help them work through various tasks and challenges that they
faced on their doctoral journeys. Spirituality played a secondary supportive role for many of the
women, some seeking it more than others. For some, because spirituality was very much a part
of their personal lives, they were able to integrate and balance spirituality and personal
accountability together. However, participants in this study felt that for the most part getting the
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work done needed in their doctoral journeys was their responsibility. If a situation arose that was
beyond their control, they would seek out a resolution to that situation first on their own ability
and efforts. This finding supported various studies that indicated that doctoral students often
shoulder the blame when they are stuck or find themselves unable to move forward in their
doctoral progress (Lovitts, 2001).
The type of spiritual support that participants used helped ease feeling alone in the
doctoral journey. Drawing on the spiritual support especially prayer to a higher being or
presence helped ease anxiety and aloneness. Participants knew that they had to do the work
themselves which was in their control; however, feeling alone and isolated was not always in
their control.
Personal Growth During the Doctoral Journey: “I’m a Better Person”
Several women in this study commented on the doctoral journey being a personal growth
experience for them. Some of the phrases used included words like “learning” or “I’m a better
person” or “better at my profession.” Spirituality as a tool or filter that was utilized to help
participants make sense of what they were learning or gaining from the experience of the
doctoral journey. Participants shared that they learned about themselves which played into their
personal spirituality. The experiences and learning new perspectives helped women evaluate
their lives, their beliefs, and their purpose. In return, these experiences have helped to shape and
influence women’s spirituality. While other studies support that the doctoral journey is a
personal growth experience for many (Brailsford, 2010; Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012;
Stub, Pyhältö, & Lonko, 2014; Wellington & Sikes, 2006), very little research is available that
touches on how students have grown spiritually from the doctoral journey. Research that
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supports or argues spiritual growth during academic pursuits but mostly focuses on
undergraduate students and spiritual development (Bryant, 2007; Parks, 2000; Wood & Hilton,
2012).
As participants in this study indicated in their spiritual definitions, they felt spirituality
helped them to better themselves. From the experiences that women who participated in this
study shared, the doctoral journey supported personal spiritual growth in the area of character
building. Erin shared that her experience has helped her to be “less angry, more patient.” She
also commented that she has become “more passionate” and “able to see past negativity work”
about her work and purpose. She shared how using her doctoral lens helped her work through
negative feelings:
As I put on my doctoral study lens, I’m able to almost look at this stuff and process it
different. I learn from it. It’s like I am using this information to learn as experience. I’m
taking this as, ‘Okay, I can see what happened.’ I try to find more peace in my spirit
instead of depression and frustration… I think if I wasn’t in my doctoral program at this
time, [work] would have definitely taken me down.
Erin indicated that participating in her doctoral program has helped her to be positive and
find peace in spirit in spite of the challenges she faced within the context of her work. This
peace was part of her spirituality that helped her develop a more positive perspective.
Other women in this study recognized something at work within the doctoral journey that
tapped into their personal spirituality. Nancy talked about her spirituality evolving within her
inner being. This connection helped affirmed her purpose and what she felt she was supposed to
do:
I really let [spirituality] guide my research… It has really guided me from the standpoint
of that I can’t do this by myself. That I need God’s divine grace to be able to help me
preserve… I didn’t pick higher ed. Higher Ed picked me. I think that it’s through that I
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know I need God’s oversight in order for me to stay the course and do that because it’s
not like, you know, one day I woke up and said, you know, I am going to do this. It’s just
literally having everything that’s falling into place.
For Nancy, her academic journey had taught her to trust in God’s direction and leading. The
awareness of spiritual guidance and support had been an important learning experience.
Some women interviewed spoke to the challenges they have encountered along the way
and how they have used prayer and faith as important spiritual tools to help them. Denise shared
her need for God’s help. “This has been a faith journey: “I don’t know how it connects, but the
only way I’m going to finish is if God makes it happen!” She shared one example of how she
has prayed about writing: “Just like when I sit down, ‘Lord, make it just flow!’” she remarked.
“The only way that I’m finishing is through prayer.” As Denise has struggled to complete her
dissertation, she recognized the spiritual growth that was taking place in her life. It was evident
in her response that she still needed to process what she was learning about herself and her
spirituality during her doctoral journey. Perhaps the doctoral journey was a motivator for her to
draw upon her spirituality in times of difficulty.
Several women in this study expressed frustration of not being able to complete the final
stage which is writing the dissertation. Kelly shared, “It seemed easy at first... My job change
made doing both difficult. I started getting depressed and having anxiety. I thought, ‘Oh, God!
What have I done?” Kelly continued to share her thoughts about struggling to understand her
challenges. With these challenges, Kelly shared that she had questioned God’s original
direction. “Why would God have me start this and not finish it? I don’t want to let people down.
I don’t want to disappoint. As we talked further, Kelly concluded, “I think there is something to
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be learned from the journey.” Kelly’s dialogue highlights the thoughts she has as she has tried to
come to terms for the purpose of her doctoral journey.
Kelly, in described her struggles to complete her proposal. She shared that she
contemplated why she was on this journey and tried to draw purpose from her experience: “I
think God sends things in your direction. To help us to be mindful. People are at work right
around you all the time.” The reasons for embarking on the dissertation journey evolved for
many of the women. Initial ideas tend to be reshaped by the reality of the process of completing
the journey. Kelly was one who really verbalized the inner struggle and how her purpose in the
doctoral journey continued to evolve: “Why would God have me start this and not finish it?” She
shared. Kelly talked about the anxiety she had felt in completing her degree and by indicating
she just didn’t want to let people down. We talked about some of the thought processes she had
encountered through the years. Kelly was quite positive about her journey although she has
struggled emotionally with it. “I think there is something to be learned from the journey.” It
may be that while women have end goals in mind, there seems to be awareness of learning and
self-betterment that occurs during the doctoral journey.
Personal growth examples that impacted their spirituality were shared by other
participants. Kelly shared how her ability to be more patient has increased. When I asked her
how her spiritual life evolved since becoming a doctoral student, she laughed and said:
Oh, God! (laughing) I think I beg more than ever! (laughing again) I don’t know, I’m
trying to be patient. I think God wants me to be patient. I want to finish and I’m trying…
So, I think that has grown; my patience.
Kelly’s growth had been in her approach to patience in the long process of the doctoral journey.
Despite her challenges, Kelly opted to identify what she might be learning about herself.
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For some women who were interviewed, personal growth didn’t mean becoming
someone different. Instead, women believed that strengths and skills they already possessed
were strengthened and utilized. Irina shared that she had “grown as a person in this journey.”
She explained what that looked like for her:
I didn’t totally change. I was the same person I was even before that. I was like now.
But I mean my knowledge. My knowledge improved. I just open my eyes for so many
things. In time, my spirituality also changed because I, this you know, this is the journey
when you have so many challenges… All these challenges help you grow. To grow and
to be able to face challenges to overcome and to find the solutions and how it shapes you
to be here in a different country.
Irina attributed her spiritual growth helped to shape and influence her perspective of the
challenges she was experiencing. She applied her learning experiences to her personal life and
how she had transitioned to living in a different country and working through the challenges of
navigating the culture of a new community and university.
The experiences the participants encountered helped women develop a stronger sense of
empathy and understanding of others. Mary commented that she felt that since starting her
doctorate that her spirituality had become stronger than it was. It was noticed by her in the
interactions with the students that she was teaching: “It has made me very warm and loving to
my students… The spirituality had made me realize that adult students, students at this time are
facing many, many more things than we faced growing up.” Mary could empathize with her
adult students because she, too, was a student trying to work through her own challenges of
balancing work and family responsibilities. Those challenges helped her develop ways to be
supportive and help other in the way that she had practiced her own personal spirituality.
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Empathy and awareness were also something that Lena shared she had experienced as
she had walked through her doctoral journey, too. She shared:
I think it’s made me a better cheerleader for others going through it. Cause it feels like
you know how they say it’s a lonely process? And it is, but sometimes we can talk to
somebody going through the same thing and now, I have a few staff people who are
starting their doctorate and they come in and talk to me all the time.
Lena developed more of an empathetic way of connecting with some of her co-workers. She
found that talking with those in her work place that are going to school way to encourage others
who are on the same type of academic journey she is on.
Not all participants associated their personal spiritual practice with working towards their
doctoral degree. Robin stated that she normally does not connect her academics with spirituality.
However, she alluded to the possibility of recognizing its role someday in hindsight:
I’m very disconnected with academics and spirituality. I guess the only connection is
that God puts me- so, like this is the path that he has set for me, but um, yeah. I think that
everybody you meet, everywhere you go, and you look back and you go, ‘I know, I met
that person.’ You know, it’s all like hindsight? So, I’m sure there is a future for me.
Her answer also indicated that part of that spiritual component might be revealed in the future
after her doctoral work. In Robin’s interview, she did not necessarily feel challenged yet in the
doctoral program.
Most of the women in this study shared that they felt some type of spiritual growth and
had encountered challenges especially in the dissertation stage. Participants indicated that were
working in a more unstructured and self-directed way. Through the challenges, women worked
through and processed what the meaning of that experience might be and how they might learn
from it. Those lessons helped participants grow personally and spiritually in the way they
viewed themselves and worked with others.
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Personal and spiritual growth in this study focused mostly on confidence building during
the doctoral journey. It affirmed their beliefs in some areas, but also provided challenges in what
they believed about themselves. While participants did not articulate the ways in which their
spirituality matured, it perhaps may have strengthened their spiritual development within the
stage of repatterning and release of energy where working through various challenges or
outcomes may require a type of “reordering of one’s larger perspective” (Evans et al., 2009).
This perspective might be the transition from perceived expectations when first embarking on the
doctoral journey to the actual experiences each participant has encountered that makes them
revisit beliefs and perspectives that held at the start.
Chapter Summary
Women in this study responded to questions regarding how they defined spirituality and
how it played a role in their personal, professional, and academic lives. The goal of this study
was to understand the role of spirituality among women students during their doctoral journeys.
Their personal portraits and stories help set the context for how their spirituality developed
overtime and was integrated in various aspects of their lives. Learning the role of spirituality in
their personal and professional lives helped to see what portions they incorporated into their
academic journey and what portions they excluded.
Five themes emerged from how spirituality is used in their doctoral journey. Women in
this study adjusted and reshaped their spirituality to become more personal based on past
experiences and how they navigated social and cultural influences. The doctorate was a means to
a goal that full fills a life purpose which is often influenced by spirituality. They looked for
guidance in various contexts such a personal and professional pursuits. Participants felt a
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personal accountability especially in pursuing a doctoral degree and was selective when to rely
upon their spirituality as a supportive resource. Finally, participants perceived doctoral
challenges as opportunities for spiritual growth.
In Chapter Six, I will discuss these five themes and how they relate to the conceptual
frameworks of the study. I will also discuss the implications of the findings of this study on
current literature on spirituality and women doctoral students. I will then conclude with
suggestions for further research.

CHAPTER SIX
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
The doctoral journey often requires a significant investment of time and personal
commitment for any student. As much as students try to anticipate what types of experiences
they may encounter, it is difficult to know what to expect. Research studies, like this one, have
sought to understand what is needed for students to be successful in their academic endeavors
and reach degree completion (Jairam, 2012, Maher et al., 2004; Stallone, 2003). It can be
difficult for researchers to track doctoral student progress from start of applying to a doctoral
program to degree completion. In 2017, the Council for Graduate Studies reported that 2.2
million applications for admission to graduate studies (both master’s and doctorate) were
submitted to higher education institutions in the U.S. (Okahana & Zhou, 2018). Of these
applications, 23% were accepted into doctoral programs. The time period between start to
completion can range for many students (Golde, 2005). It is this during this period from start to
finish, the doctoral journey, where students’ progress can vary depending on the experiences and
challenges that encounter along the way. There are many reasons why students begin their
journey and run the risk of remaining stuck in an All But Dissertation (ABD) status or quit
(Hunter & Devine, 2016); yet some students can continue to progress towards their goal of
graduation. As enrollment numbers in doctoral programs nationwide has fluctuated over the past
30 years, numbers of students who earned a doctoral degree has steadily increased since 1995
(NCES, 2017).
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Higher education institutions focus on what support and instruction are available within
their sphere of influence for students in their doctoral journeys. Beyond that, personal skills set,
motivation, and determination to play a role for students progressing through the doctoral
programs. What each individual student brings to the program is unique based on personal
experiences, beliefs, and values that will contribute to the experiences and success of their
journeys. The purpose of this study was to explore at the possible role of spirituality for women
students during their doctoral journeys.
The fifteen women in this study represented a broad range of ages. They were diverse in
ethnicity and religious backgrounds. Questions were designed to capture a portrait of each
woman’s life and journey up to their current status as doctoral students/candidates. Four
research questions were developed to help explore the context and ways that spirituality played a
role for women not just within their academic pursuits, but in their personal lives as well. To
first understand the perspective and course that spiritual development had played a role in their
doctoral journeys, it was important to understand how women defined spirituality.
Understanding how the participants defined their spirituality gave a foundational piece to then
understanding how they understood and utilized spirituality in various contexts of their lives. A
common understanding within literature holds that defining and agreeing upon a definition of
spirituality are quite difficult (Zinnebaur et al., 1997). The goal of this research question was not
just to affirm or dispute that point, but to lay a foundational piece for understanding how
spirituality played out in the doctoral journey for each participant in this study. How each
woman understood its meaning and articulated their own spiritualities, gave a window of
understanding of the role it was integrated and used during their doctoral journeys.
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The next two research questions involved asking how women connected and utilized
spirituality within: 1) the context of their personal life and 2) the context of their professional
life. Spirituality as it is understood within spiritual development theories does not work within in
a vacuum. Since spirituality is an identifying component of an individual’s character, often it
will influence other areas of a person’s life in how they think or act. Giving participants an
opportunity to share stories about their life experiences provided insight to see how the spiritual
component was incorporated in a personal context which included everything from daily
interactions with family to professional work and career. Both personal and professional life can
play a significant role during the doctoral journey for students.
The final research question was more direct in learning how spirituality might play a role
within various academic pursuits for participants in this study. This question asked participants
to reflect upon past and current pursuits to learn how spirituality might have connected to those
experiences. In this area, stories were shared about how women have progressed through
undergraduate to doctoral level. Participants discussed their experiences with faculty, classes,
expectations and requirements, writing processes, etc. Women in this study described their
challenges and successes. Each story was filled with personal emotion of anticipation and
frustration working to reach the goal of graduation. The journeys described by participants were
very personal to each of them. Through participants’ stories, connections were made to how
women used spirituality and made-meaning of their doctoral journeys.
The following sections in this chapter will provide a summary of the findings, theoretical
framework connections, discussion of spirituality in the context of women’s doctoral journeys,
implications and suggestions for future research and conclusion.
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Summary of Findings
Five themes were identified as the result of the analysis of this study on the role of
spirituality for women students during their doctoral journeys. These findings supported other
studies on women’s spiritual development (Belenky et al., 1986; Gilligan, 1982; Slee, 2004); but
also gave a more contemporary view on how women used their spirituality amidst a more
culturally diverse society. Participants shared unique experiences and spiritual beliefs that were
personal in nature. While no two women in this study shared the same story or experiences,
common themes were identified in how women defined, practiced, and utilized spirituality in
their personal and academic journeys.
Personalized Spirituality
Personalized Spirituality was a foundational theme in this study captured how each
participant had an individualized definition, perspective, and practice of spirituality. This
finding supported numerous studies on how spirituality defined is varied and remains elusive to a
common definition (Dalton et al., 2006; Hay et al., 2006; Tanyi, 2002). Studies that have
worked to come up with a common definition, usually capture various elements of individualized
definitions of spirituality (Dalton et al., 2006; Tanyi, 2002). It is understandable from the
participants’ interviews how their understanding and practice of spirituality differed from one
another. No two women shared the same experiences or way of processing how spirituality was
defined for them. Spirituality was a personal and intimate component of one’s life whether
participants embraced spirituality fully or merely saw it as a distant part of their childhood only.
How spirituality was defined was an important component that helped participants develop their
identity of who they are and what they believe or value. Even rejection of spirituality--non-
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belief or lack of belief--was a belief of something. These beliefs ranged in how they were
integrated into various areas of their lives.
The process of reflection for participants occurred in utilizing their experiences from
childhood and adding new experiences as adults helped them to shape their current beliefs, faith,
or values. In turn, those new meanings influenced how they would define their own spirituality
now as professionals pursuing a doctoral degree. This personalized understanding of their own
spirituality was evident not only in their spiritual practices, but how spirituality was utilized
within other areas outside of their personal lives such as work and school. Participants continued
to shape the meaning of their spirituality and the role it played or did not play for them in their
current season of life. Several women expressed that the interviews they participated in this
study had given them an opportunity to think and process the way they viewed spirituality now
that they had not necessarily had given time for prior.
Women in this study were aware of others with diverse views and communicated how
they showed tolerance and acceptance towards those with differing beliefs. All participants
worked in the field of education and were accustomed to viewing spirituality as part of one’s
personal space. Participants expressed that when appropriate they were happy to share their
spiritual viewpoints or encourage others spiritually, but this was on a level of being helpful to
others rather than sharing or influencing others to adopt their personal spiritual and religious
beliefs. Their personalized spirituality played an important role in grounding women in identity
and values, that in turn played out in how they approached their personal and professional lives.
How participants defined and described their practice of spirituality showed that many of
the women would be considered mature in their spiritual development. Participants in this study
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would most likely be placed in more developed and mature stages in Parks (2000) Faith
Development model. Many of them expressed a confidence and security in their own
personalized beliefs when interacting or being challenged by differing beliefs. The doctoral
journey is one of discovery not only about one self but learning new perspectives and working
with others with differing views. Women in this study were challenged in their doctoral
journeys, but not in their spiritual beliefs. In fact, there was an appreciation to the expansion of
their own perspectives. Participants shared their spiritual perspectives from childhood until the
point of the interviews which were done during their doctoral journeys. It was apparent that
while some participants who were firm in their beliefs, there was continued processing and
meaning-making in the area of spirituality for them during the doctoral journey.
Spiritually Influenced Life Purpose and Goals
A second theme revealed in this study was the influential role that spirituality played on
each participant’s life purpose and goals. Spirituality either helped inform women on what they
felt their life purpose was; which in turn, helped participants identify personal and professional
goals. This particular finding has been supported in other studies on spiritual development and
the role spirituality played in their pursuits (Astin et al., 2011; Greenway, 2006; Tanyi, 2002).
Regardless of participants’ religious beliefs or practices, all expressed they felt a connection
spiritually by helping others. Several women felt motivated to make a difference or have an
impact on others. Interestingly, participants in this study all worked in the field of education
which tends to be a service-based profession by many educators. Many participants expressed
feelings of being satisfied in helping students in their classes or programs in which they worked.
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This study showed that the act of helping others was rather cyclic in nature in
participants’ stories. Spirituality motivated participants to make a difference by helping their
students or others; yet through doing so, women educators expressed feeling a spiritual
connection during that process or in result of that action. The spiritual motivation fueled the
action step to help others and the result of the action led to a type of spiritual connection. Being
able to help others was a way that many of these women identified as having a meaningful life.
Research has connected helping others and developing a meaningful life as why some may
practice spirituality (Bigham, 2008; Tanyi, 2002).
Spirituality was a factor in motivating participants to set goals professionally and
personally that would position themselves to be able to maximize how they were able to help
others. Career directions for some of the women were based upon a spiritually based purpose of
experience a positive and self-satisfaction in working to help others whether it be through
teaching, mentoring, or other means. This particular finding supported Bigham’s (2008) research
on how spirituality played a role in why individuals choose teaching professions.
Goals were set by participants to either help themselves develop skills in hopes to make a
difference helping others in their professions. Spirituality played an indirect role in motivating
women to pursue doctoral degrees. For women in this study, pursuing a doctoral degree was not
a life goal nor a life purpose, but instead a means to accomplish their life purpose and goal. The
doctoral degree was a step among many.
Participants found that helping others brought out the best in them as a person.
Spirituality was either a motivator or a resource of encouragement that women used in this
holistic approach to develop life purpose and goals. Women in this study saw the additional
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benefits of being positioned in both their personal and professional lives to make a difference.
These benefits not only had the direct effect of making a difference in other people’s lives, but
also finding personal satisfaction and utilizing their skills and spirituality in a way to make that
impact.
While spirituality did not directly motivate participants to pursue a doctoral degree, it
indirectly had some influence. Since helping others and bettering oneself was the purpose for
working choosing career paths and professions, certain professions required advanced degrees.
Pursuing a doctoral degree for many of the participants was a means to their professional goals.
It was seen as a tool or vehicle in which one needed to journey on to the next step professionally.
Women in this study often focused on end results of the doctoral journey in helping them achieve
new skills to continue to develop new ways to help others or better their professional abilities.
Spirituality in Offering Guidance
A recurring theme in research on spirituality and its use among individuals is the role of
providing spiritual guidance. The theme of spiritual guidance was pronounced in this study in
participants’ lives. Participants utilized spiritual teachings and practices in seeking guidance.
For some women in this study, belief in a higher presence or God helped to provide that
guidance. Even participants who did not necessarily believe in God, found way to connect with
an inner spirituality when seeking direction or working through decision making processes.
Spiritual guidance was a type of reflective and meditative process that informed women
in a variety of areas and contexts. As with other studies conducted on post-secondary students
(Bryant, 2007; Duffy, 2010; Jarrell, 2009; Tickal, 2016), spirituality was used for guidance in
decision-making and to affirm decisions which were already made. Some studies combined
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spiritual guidance with spiritual support as being one in the same (Bigham, 2016; Tickal, 2016).
Because of the in-depth nature of the interviews, women had the time to share stories on a deeper
personal level which revealed spiritual guidance and spiritual support were distinctly
differentiated from each other within their stories. When participants worked through the
process of developing goals and career paths, spiritual guidance provided insight into the
relationship of who they were as an individual and where they might find the best use for their
skills and abilities. Participants used their spirituality to inform them on how to interact others
and further develop a personal moral code.
Spiritual guidance played both direct and indirect roles for women in this study. Direct
roles of spiritual guidance tended to be in times when women were faced with challenges or
difficulties and could not resolve issues on their own. When spirituality played a direct role,
women actively used prayer and/or religious/spiritual-type readings to discern next steps,
actions, etc. Participants sought answers when struggling long-term with certain issues or when
obstacles remained fixed in their paths in trying to progress through the doctoral program.
Spiritual guidance provided a way for women to motivate and encourage themselves by
affirming previous decisions, giving new insight to present matters, or opening up new
perspectives or ideas to pursue.
Spirituality played an indirect role at times for women because while they did not
intentionally take actions to seek spiritual guidance during the middle stages of the doctoral
journey. The spiritual component was interwoven into who they were as individuals which
played influential factor. This spiritual influence affected the sub-conscious of making decisions
that impacted their long-term goals and purpose for pursuing a doctoral degree. Participants
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instinctually choose to interact with others based on how spirituality had guided them internally
to do so in a variety of situations. Interactions or ways to conduct themselves generally had
become part of who they were. They need not think about what to do or how to act because it
occurred naturally and did not require much forethought.
Within the doctoral journey, participants sought spiritual guidance most commonly in
two areas. First, when participants first decided to enter the doctoral program, many expressed
praying or using spirituality in some way to help them work through the decision-making
process. This finding supported previous studies on students who sought spiritual guidance in
educational pursuits (Tickal, 2016). The second area where women used spiritual guidance was
used when those participants who were in the dissertation stage of the doctoral journey. They
indicated experiencing frustrations at not being able to complete. Here participants used spiritual
guidance to reaffirm their decision of pursuing a doctoral degree or to contemplate next steps as
an ABD. Spiritual guidance for participants in this study was used during the doctoral journey as
a way to affirm decisions or to measure whether steps taken towards pursuing a doctoral degree
aligned with one’s purpose and goals professionally.
Spiritual Support and Personal Accountability
The fourth theme found in this study involved spiritual support and personal
accountability. When participants used their spirituality as a supportive resource, they would
draw from their religious faith, spiritual teachings, spiritual practice, and individuals such as
friends, family, or religious leaders who could offer spiritual encouragement. Spiritual support
was most often used as a way to cope by providing comfort and/or encouragement during
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difficult times. Women in this study used spirituality, especially a belief in a higher being, when
they felt alone in their circumstances or could not trust other individuals with a spiritual
supportive role.
Spiritual support was utilized in a more direct way when it came to women’s personal
lives but was selectively used within professional and academic areas of life. While several
studies addressed the use of spiritual support when facing challenges during academic pursuits
(Tickal, 2016; Wood & Hilton, 2012), the issue of personal accountability being used in tandem
with spirituality seemed to be absent or elusive in current higher education literature. The
connection between spirituality and academic success among higher education students has had
some recent attention, but not as much as spirituality and psychological components such as
well-being (Gardner & Holley, 2011; Vekkaila, Pyhältö, & Lonka, 2013) or stress and coping
(Bryant, 2007; William & Isaac, 2016). The use of personal accountability in relationship to
spirituality in the context of academic challenges or stresses is an unexplored area in higher
education literature. Literature that touches on the area of accountability tends to approach in
terms of student commitment (Locke & Boyle, 2016).
Most all of the participants in this study felt a strong sense of personal accountability
when it came to their doctoral journey. They would rather problem-solve or work through
challenges first on their own. Many felt ownership and responsibility for all of the work that
needed to be done. Even in the dissertation stage, they expressed accepting it was up to them
alone to accomplish the writing and steps to finish. Some expressed their belief that they could
only seek spiritual support for major life crisis or events. The doctoral journey did not qualify as
something as significant, but rather an added-on type of activity. A few of the participants who
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were extremely active in their spiritual practices expressed forgetting that they could seek
spiritual support, for example praying about their doctoral progress. And some of the
participants just did not think about it as it was not an area that they would naturally think to
depend upon spiritual support.
It would seem that participants tapped into their spirituality when dealing with issues that
were emotional during their doctoral journeys. Feelings of aloneness and isolation were most
prominent in seeking spiritual support. Women participants needed encouragement, they would
draw from others such as family, friends, and peers, but also internally for spiritual support.
Challenges involved tasks, challenges, and problems during the doctoral journey, especially
within the dissertation stage. Participants would try to find help from faculty, advisors, and other
peers to help with areas where they felt stuck or needed help after they would work to resolve
challenges using their own abilities and efforts first. Spiritual support in this area was seen as an
external resource which women did not always see a connection on how it would help them
accomplish and resolve matters in which they felt they could do on their own.
Personal and Spiritual Growth
The final theme illuminated in this study was related to personal and spiritual growth.
Participants expressed ways in which they benefitted or grew personally and spiritually as a
result to entering the program. Interestingly, this theme was different than the other themes in
this study because of the role the doctoral journey played within participants’ spirituality, but in
their personal life as well. Recent studies have looked at the effects of the doctoral journey on
students, but more from an aspect of outcomes of stress and coping (Devos et al., 2017),
professional development (Sweitzer, 2009), and professional identity development (Baker &
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Lattuca, 2010) This study expanded the limited available literature (Petty, Cross, & Stew, 2012;
Stevens-Long, Schapiro, & McClintock, 2012) on this area of personal positive outcomes for
doctoral students.
Personal growth was articulated by women in how they had gained more confidence,
learned more about themselves as a person, or felt like they had become a better person overall.
Spiritual growth was expressed as also becoming a better person, trusting in God or a higher
presence more, or feeling stronger in their spirituality or faith. Both areas of growth were not
differentiated from each other, rather expressed as “growth” or “learning from the journey.” Yet
there was acknowledgement of positive growth from working through the doctoral process
especially in light of challenges each woman might have faced.
Spiritual growth in this study should not be confused with religious or spiritual practice in
this finding. Participants indicated that finding time to do normal religious practices was a
challenge. Either practices fell to the wayside or women indicated that they made an intentional
commitment to make time for how they currently practiced their spirituality. Religious and
spiritual practice did not increase during the doctoral journey.
Women in this study had not yet graduated and were at various points in their doctoral
journey. The majority of the participants that were in the dissertation stage expressed an
understanding of the effect progressing through the degree program had on them. Even those
who were ABD and stagnated in their progress expressed similar feelings of benefits and growth.
This growth was personal in nature and for some intertwined into the spiritual component of who
they were as individuals. Since spirituality was defined in personal ways for the participants, it
might be fair to observe that personal growth would be intertwined with spiritual growth.
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Spiritual growth should not be mistaken for increase of spiritual practice. In fact, women
expressed that the balancing act of family, work, and school affected or decreased the amount of
their spiritual practice.
How women viewed themselves and felt that they were fulfilling life purpose and goals
fueled a sense of personal and spiritual growth. Some women could not articulate exactly in
what ways they had grown but recognized something at work within them since being on the
doctoral journey. Some were able to identify ways that they were becoming a better person such
as developing empathy and awareness towards others, especially the students in their classes who
might be faced with challenges as they pursue their academic degrees. Others had applied some
of the character building and problem-solving as they faced challenges as they moved through
the doctoral program to areas in their personal life. Personal growth for many women did not
mean that women felt like they were becoming someone different, but instead they felt that they
were becoming a better version of themselves.
Not all women directly connected their personal growth to spiritual growth. A few either
did not think to and one would not have intentionally made the connection. However, when their
stories were compared to how they personally defined and viewed their own personal spirituality
throughout the interview, some connections could be made. Many of the participants made
direct spiritual growth connections to their doctoral journeys. Some who had particularly
struggled or found themselves stagnated in the doctoral program said they had learned to lean on
their spirituality more in ways of coping and trying to understand what God was showing them
about themselves. In essence, some women acknowledged that personal and spiritual growth
was continuing.
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Conceptual Framework Connections
Parks’s (2000) Faith Development Theory provided a model to determine how women
used their experiences to make meaning of spirituality within various contexts of their lives.
Understanding the role of spirituality within their personal life and then extending it out to their
professional and academic areas, gave a multi-faceted view of how women might continue to
make meaning of their spirituality during the doctoral journey. Women in this study used
external influences such as cultural and societal, both religious and secular perspectives, and
various life experiences to help inform their spiritual perspectives and beliefs. Participants
sorted through all these influential factors, selecting and rejecting which perspectives they would
embrace and own to shape their own personal beliefs.
Most women in this study were placed in the later stages of each form of development.
This most likely could be attributed to their age and maturity. While Parks (2000) did not focus
on women specifically within the theoretical model, this model served this study well to provide
a lens in which to understand how students make meaning and utilized spirituality during their
doctoral journey. An individual might process meanings more feminine or masculine regardless
of gender. Parks (2000) believed that the differences occurred in gender in the way males and
females shared stories. In this qualitative study, the purpose was not to compare male and
female’s spiritual development, but rather to explore the stories that women had as they might
connect to spirituality during the doctoral journey. Women did share stories similarly to what
Parks (2000) indicated that involved ways in how they made connections to their spirituality in
relation to their experiences. Participants in this study used those connections in their identity,
purpose, and goals both personally and professionally.
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Implications and Recommendations
This study explored an intersection of two areas: spirituality and the doctoral journey.
Exploring the personal stories and perspectives of women participants in this study, shed light on
the doctoral journey which was comprised of various areas of successes and challenges along the
way. Understanding each women’s spiritual development and the role it played, gave insight to
many areas. The data collected in this study also helped the understanding of why students
continue when met with obstacles and discouragement during the doctoral journey.
Understanding each women’s spiritual development and the influences it had on her life
gave a window into such areas as motivation, accountability, perseverance, and determination.
Because each participant’s spirituality was woven into her identity, spirituality may play an
influential role in various areas of her life. In some cases, in this study, there were clear and
direct ways in which spirituality played the role as a guide and support. However, spirituality
never played a solo role in those areas for participants. Spirituality was always used in
combination with a participant’s personal experiences, values, and beliefs; to the degree that
spirituality was woven into these components determined the greater or lesser role it played.
These personal components or attributes are ingredients to varying degrees that students possess
come into play during academic pursuits. Spirituality is only one of those components that
students bring with them on academic journeys. This idea might be likened to the example of
packing a bag to take on a journey and in academic or any learning journey students will bring
with them experiences, beliefs, perspectives, philosophies, and possible cultural and spiritual
influences. The implications and recommendations offered here are to raise awareness that
spirituality might be present in the journey for students. Addressing spiritual influences as an
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educator is not so much about teaching doctrine or achieving a consensus that all students
believe the same, rather it is about awareness it might be present for students and how students
use it to process new knowledge and experiences that they will have during any academic
journey, including the doctoral journey. The recommendations here should be viewed through
the lens as this study has that the focus is understanding the process of meaning-making and the
role spirituality may play for students. And in that same vein, expand further our understanding
that whether it be spirituality or another type of philosophy or perspective, all those components
can play a role in learning.
One implication in particular was spirituality’s direct and indirect influence on
motivation and determination for participants in this study. Participants saw the doctoral degree
as a means to a professional goal or fulfilling their life’s purpose. These types of goals for
participants in this study were informed both directly and indirectly through various experiences
and influences that often included their spiritual beliefs and perspectives.
The findings in this study showed that most participants integrated spirituality into their
identities and daily life; thus, it provided guidance in planning and decision-making for
professional goals. The decision-making process for incoming students happens in the pre-stage
of the doctoral journey which for some is considered to be the enrollment and admission process
for students. Since participants indicated seeking spiritual guidance in the pre-stage, it is
recommended that doctoral programs and faculty help students work through and process what
their goals are. This in turn would help students discover if the doctoral program they are
applying to meets those goals. In research studies, in addition to this one, indicated that doctoral
students often commented on their expectations of the doctoral program and the outcome of
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degree completion did not always align with what they experienced on the journey (Gardner,
2008; Spaulding & Rockinson-Szapkiw, 2012). Developing an assessment before students enroll
would allow students the opportunity to process and articulate their goals and expectations with
an advisor. While not directly asking about spiritual factors, but this process would help the
student take into consideration professional, academic, and personal goals which might help
them process if embarking on the doctoral journey fits into students’ long-term goals and
aspirations.
The second implication which came from this study was the potential role that spirituality
has in helping with doctoral students’ feelings of isolation. When participants sought spiritual
support, it was often in a very personal way in looking for reassurance and a type of companion
to walk along with them in the process. Encouraging students to tap into all resources that are
available to them is important when they are struggling with isolation or frustration at various
points of their progress towards degree completion. Most issues of isolation occur within the
later stage or dissertation stage of the doctoral journey. These resources may include personal
ones such as spirituality. Several participants in this study expressed that spirituality provided
the emotional support they need during times of frustration, lack of self-confidence, and
loneliness. A recommendation from this study would encourage higher education administrators
and faculty to explore way that would encourage students who are active in practicing spirituality
to explore and utilize that source of support as often as needed. Initiating opportunities for
students to connect with other students where peer groups could form. These groups could
provide a supportive community where students may find common spiritual connections with
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one another. Faculty should be intentional in helping peer groups to form and at various stages
of the doctoral journey as some students often progress at differing paces.
The final implication is multi-faceted and involves providing opportunities for students to
develop self-awareness and mindfulness during their doctoral journeys. The first area of selfawareness which entails getting to know one’s self better along with all the experiences and
influences that come together to bring the student to the point of their doctoral journey. This
understanding of oneself coincides with Parks (2000) theory that show as adults mature they take
ownership and make-meaning of not only their own spirituality, but perspectives and beliefs in a
wide variety of areas. Spirituality is a component of one’s beliefs, values, and perspectives that
have been shaped by experiences and acquired knowledge. Incorporating the practice of
reflection can help students understand what in the past helped shape who they are today.
Understanding one’s own identity in addition to how one’s own beliefs and values have evolved.
This understanding can benefit students in their professions, interacting with others, and
developing self-confidence and independence. These opportunities of growth can occur at any
point in adulthood and need not only be considered for young adults. Women participants in this
study indicated that the doctoral journey provided an opportunity to learn more about
themselves. Part of participant’s definition of spirituality was to better one’s self. Creating
reflective exercises within course work and mentoring programs can encourage students to
discover more about who they are and areas in which they desire to strengthen.
The other part of this self-discovery would be mindfulness. Mindfulness was mentioned
by a few of the participants in this study. It was described by them as paying attention and
learning that was going on around them. The progression through adulthood is to develop a
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sense of mindfulness to others’ views while being secure in one’s views. Developing this may
attribute help to contribute towards an appreciation of what is different around them and also
within their professions and doctoral pursuits. The doctoral journey can be looked at in two
parts. In course work, information and knowledge are taken in with understanding what has
been covered prior in literature. Attention to mindfulness in this stage of the journey would be
identifying any bias. During the dissertation stage, students are taking that knowledge they have
gained and building upon it. To approach research with an opened and unbiased mind is
important and necessary. Students should be given opportunities within course work stage to
explore any biases they may hold in certain areas of research. Providing opportunities for
reflection and revisiting long held beliefs and perspectives can help doctoral students develop a
sensitivity to recognize those biases and how they might come into play in planning and
conducting research.
Mindfulness comes into play into two additional ways. One is appreciating differences in
others. Participants in this study defined their personal spirituality but were mindful that others
may view and practice their own spirituality differently than them. There was a sensitivity that
was expressed towards other with different spiritual perspectives. This particular implication
should be encouraging to higher education settings that strive to approach education in a holistic
manner. A holistic approach should allow students to tap into their personal spirituality to
explore learning in all contexts. Sharing spiritual perspectives can not only help others
appreciate areas of diversity in this area; but in addition, can help students understand how
people are influenced by their beliefs and perspectives as well.
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Mindfulness in spirituality was also important in being able to recognize needs in others
and ways to help them. Helping others was a foundational part in the participants’ understanding
of spiritual purpose. Educators should provide experiential learning, situated learning, and
service learning opportunities for doctoral students to help them explore how to become mindful
of others. Mindfulness is another skill that can be used in research especially in observation and
other data collection methods.
This study was not a comparative study of women and men in doctoral journeys nor in
their spiritual development. Yet, it focused solely on the experiences of women doctoral
students to understand them better. To build upon this study, a possible next step for those
wishing to build upon the findings of this study would be to do a comparative study of women
and men in mid-life who are on their doctoral journeys. Do they make-meaning in the same way
of their experiences? Another research area would be to look at how women and men in mid-life
compare in spiritual development? Insights from these types of studies would help inform
researchers on how both groups express make-meaning and express their spirituality. Parks
(2000) understood the difference between various stages of spiritual development. Further
separating out mid-life and late adulthood spiritual development should be considered a future
research and theoretical next step. With adults living longer and remaining active, adults
continue to learn and make-meaning of their experiences.
Conclusion
In recent decades, the topic of spirituality in higher education context continues to be
explored. This study has raised the awareness that there are still areas for researchers to explore
in how spirituality is developed and utilized by women. The ongoing social and cultural changes
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and interactions that people must navigate through influences spiritual development in
adulthood. These same influential factors were components in how the participants in this study
defined and shaped their own spiritual beliefs and practices. This personal spirituality helped
each woman to navigate through various areas of their lives and interactions with others.
Women doctoral students in this study shared how their spirituality that has been
integrated in personal lives. Spirituality had a direct influence for many participants in how they
made decisions, chose career paths, and faced challenges that were encompassing of personal
and professional areas of their lives. Personal accountability and determination played a direct
role in progressing during their doctoral journey. Spirituality was observed to play both an
indirect and direct role in the experiences of doctoral students depending on the types of
challenges encountered face and reasons for continuing to pursue a doctoral degree.
Topics concerning spirituality should not be avoided or minimized within the higher
education due to the personal nature and diverse beliefs/practices of students and faculty.
Finding ways to help students explore their own personal spirituality helps them discover their
identity and purpose that can enhance and develop professional goals. Since participants viewed
achieving a doctoral degree as means to a goal, faculty and staff within doctoral programs can
work with students on how those steps align with students’ professional goals for a better
understanding of how to help ensure student success.
This research study and dissertation process have been an important component in the
doctoral journey for me. As a woman who incorporates personal spirituality into my daily life, I
have enjoyed exploring this area of women’s spirituality in talking with the participants of this
study. I believe that through the interview process of sharing our stories, we were all in some
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way strengthened and encouraged to continue forward in our doctoral journeys. The women
participants in this study were interested and happy to play a role in helping me to explore this
area of research. Many shared that allowing me to interview them was their way of “paying it
forward.” They hoped that when it came time for data gathering in their studies, they might too
have participants as willing to help them. As I have been working to wrap up my dissertation, I
have had news of many of the participants. Some women have progressed further in their
journeys and some remain in the program as they were when we met. I was delighted to hear
that some of the women were able to complete their dissertations and graduate.
It truly can be a long and lonely process that makes one re-evaluate every goal and every
dream that led us on this path. Spirituality for many of the women provided a context and
resource in how they worked through experiences and interactions that helped to shape
themselves and appreciate others. Guidance and direction in spiritual discovery can bring
meaning and purpose to that which one sets out to do and accomplish. The support and comfort
that spirituality brings when plans and time lines don’t go as expected, helps to gives
encouragement. In whatever manner the participants applied spirituality and incorporated it into
their journeys, it seemed they were able to learn more about themselves as both educators and
students.
I reflect back on that day in class when the newly graduated doctoral student spoke to us
about her journey. On that day, the finish line for my own journey seemed so distant. I was
encouraged by the personal story that the woman shared and how her own personal spirituality
played a role in getting her through a challenging road. It is encouraging to know that like her,
like the participants, and like me, we all have stories of our journey to share with others.
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APPENDIX A
INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN THE STUDY
Date

Dear _________:
My name is Katherine Richards and I am currently conducting research as part of the
dissertation requirements for an Ed.D. at Northern Illinois University. I am writing to seek your
participation in my research study. The purpose of my study is to explore the role of spirituality
among women students during their doctoral journeys.
Participants of this study will be asked to participate in two 90-minute individual
interviews. The data will be used in my dissertation. Taking part in this study is completely
voluntary, and participants are welcome to discontinue participation at any time.
Thank you for considering my request. If you have any questions or need further
information, please contact me via phone or email.
Sincerely,

Katherine Richards

APPENDIX B
PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS
Central Research Questions
1) How do women doctoral students define spirituality?
2) How do women describe the use of spirituality in their personal life?
3) How do women connect spirituality to their professional work?
4) How do women describe the use of spirituality in their academic pursuits?
Participant Interview One - Background
1) Describe your family background.
•

Family members

•

Origins

•

Growing up

2) Tell about a significant milestone or life event that happened during your childhood that
helped to shape your identity today.
3) Describe your current home life.
•

Relationships and roles

•

Location

•

Responsibilities

4) Share a tradition or value that has been passed along to you from your family.
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5) Describe your current profession.
•

Type of work

•

Responsibilities

•

Work setting

6) What type of schooling or training have you received?
7) Share what motivated you to pursue a doctoral degree.
8) Where are you currently in your progress towards degree completion? How would you
describe your progress thus far?
9) Tell about a time you felt challenged in your doctoral journey. How was this challenge
resolved?
10) What do you see yourself doing after completing your doctoral degree? Share your future
plans after you graduate.

Participant Interview Two – Spirituality
1) What do you personally think it means to be spiritual?
2) Describe what type of personal belief system you hold.
3) Explain a doctrine or spiritual philosophy that you follow.
4) Describe the organization or practice in which you align yourself.
5) Share a time when your spirituality was very important to you.
6) As you reflect, how would you characterize your spiritual development from childhood to
adulthood?
7) What or who has been the most influencing factor upon your spiritual beliefs today?
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8) Describe the connection of your faith or spirituality to your daily life. What type of role does
your spirituality play?
9) Describe the connection of your faith or spirituality to your work or profession. What type of
role does your spirituality play?
10) Describe the ways in which you practice spirituality individually.
11) Describe the ways in which you practice spirituality corporately.
12) Tell me about a time you felt you needed to be motivated or inspired. What steps did you
take to fill this need?
13) Tell about a time when your beliefs or faith were challenged.
14) In what ways has spirituality been of use to you as a student?
15) How has your spiritual life evolved since becoming a doctoral student?

